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Critical Climates examines the interest in myth among a number of literary figures from 1950 to 
1989 in relation to the concurrent re-emergence of the German aesthetic concept of Stimmung. At 
once referring to atmosphere, milieu, mood, disposition and harmony, while carrying along its root 
Stimme, or voice, this dissertation shows how Stimmung informed a literary practice among 
German-language authors that engaged the relationship between narrative, ideology and collective 
moods in a way that can be spoken of in terms of a mythopoesis. This project builds upon 
contemporary scholarship that focuses on Stimmung as a way to refigure literary studies beyond 
cultural studies and poststructuralism, as well as work that analyzes social phenomena in terms of 
atmosphere to make sense of affect’s political importance. This study, however, differs somewhat 
from these approaches by focusing on the manner in which writers themselves appeal to an 
atmospheric and acoustic consciousness in their own literary texts and social critiques. This shift 
in register not only reveals various attempts to reintroduce into the language of critique a concern 
for the collectively breathed and mediated climates in which these writers lived, but it considers 
the way in which past literary experiments were responding to a felt need for new collective 
narratives that dominant forms of ideology critique struggled to offer.  
With particular attention paid to texts by Max Frisch, Elias Canetti and Elfriede Jelinek, I 
show how these authors depart from academically sanctioned forms of critical engagement by 
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drawing on their respective training in architecture, chemistry and musical performance. I argue 
that by doing so they bridge the gap between esoteric reactionaries responding to the failed 
promises of the 1960s on the one hand, and more rational approaches seen in some of the work of 
the Frankfurt School’s later generation on the other. Grounding their writing in these particular 
disciplines, the authors here make clear the extent to which those aspects of experience that exist 
prior to ideology remain only vaguely thought: namely, the manner in which architectural spaces 
attune social relations, to what extent power and its narrative practices insinuates itself in the air 
that we breathe, and how the sounds and silences of voices sustain gender, class and racial 
injustices. The way in which these authors write these atmospheres into their work ultimately 
reveals a latent affinity to the socially constitutive force of myth and its inherent relationship to 
collective identity and transformation. I trace this relationship between the various connotations 
of Stimmung and myth back to Johann Gottfried Herder’s interest in folklore and climate, through 
Friedrich Nietzsche’s understanding of mood and ideology, and, finally, Peter Sloterdijk’s critique 
of post-68 cynicism that culminates in a call for more artistic and literary forms of engagement. 
What Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek ultimately – albeit implicitly – argue for is a recuperation of myth 
and its relationship to these affective experiences on the side of rational critique.  
Ultimately, this dissertation seeks to give contour to how the conceptual connotations of 
Stimmung has informed alternative approaches to the critique of ideology from roughly 1950 to 
1989. More importantly it offers a framework in which to consider how the valences of Stimmung, 
whether atmosphere, mood, disposition, harmony and voice during this period might prefigure our 
own contemporary political, social and epistemological concerns. Whether it is the air that we 
breathe, the spaces we dwell in, or the voices that are heard and felt in these atmospheres, the 
authors here offer valuable examples for literature’s reaction to, and potential use for critique. This 
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dissertation examines the way in which a growing realization that we exist in shared atmospheres 
and breathing spaces historically coincided with a series of political and spiritual crises of the 
postwar period that sought a corrective to what was perceived to be an overly rational relationship 
to the world. In doing so, Critical Climates attempts to extend contemporary scholarly interest in 
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In a diary entry written on the day before Easter in April 1946, the young Swiss writer and architect 
Max Frisch recounts his experience wandering through Munich. Despite the destruction that had 
remained almost a year after the last bombs had dropped, he notes a calm and quiet mood, a certain 
Stimmung that had begun to permeate the city once again like a vital draft (ein Zug) echoing from 
the south (aus dem Süden heraufklingt). He stops in on the Frauenkirche, a fifteenth century 
cathedral heavily damaged by allied bombs: its roof was now a “black skeleton,” at the center a 
single column still stands “like a guest, like a returning wanderer looking around” who can now 
see clear through to the rest of the destroyed city.1 In a melancholic tone, the visitor to Germany 
describes the atmosphere of the “open space, filled with the flutter of birds” as one of 
incomprehensibility mingled with something like a hopefulness that comes along with survival. 
The “crippled” man selling toys to children on the Odeonsplatz, a site of origin for the Nazis, and 
the mixed-race lovers lying next to the river Isar, adds to the newly discovered climate of freedom 
that hangs in the air. 
 
1 Max Frisch, Sketchbook 1946-1949, trans. Geoffrey Skelton (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977), 16. 
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Frisch’s experience among the ruins of Munich and the Stimmung that envelopes it like an 
atmosphere – or a climate resonant with both hope and despair – is followed in the diary by a well-
known mediation on love and the dangers and powers of prophecy. Citing the mythical figure of 
Cassandra with images of the Munich cathedral still fresh in his mind, Frisch questions the 
innocence of her oracular visions and the extent to which words and images induce the fate they 
foretell. In spite of the fact that the rational modern mind had seemingly stripped fortune tellers 
and oracles of their miraculous nature, he wonders to what extent this quality still exists in the 
words and images we set before ourselves today. Munich undeniably stands for Frisch as a 
reminder of what happens when the wrong prophecies are made, and actions and feelings are 
attuned in such a way to make certain their fulfillment. But amidst this otherwise tragic scene, he 
importantly senses that which has eluded those who have dismissed the oracular nature of words, 
namely, the importance played by this very atmosphere, this Stimmung, and the general mood of 
possibility that Frisch feels as he walks through the cathedral’s ruins.  
Taking these moments from Frisch’s Tagebuch (1950) as a keynote, this dissertation 
situates itself in this space of Stimmung. It does so in order to examine and give shape to the 
concern shared among a number of literary authors for what they felt was a troublesome 
narrowness of postwar ideology critique and literature’s potential involvement in it. They offer a 
countermove by invoking implicitly or explicitly the many valences of the term Stimmung as a 
gesture against the tendency to rely on ‘mainstream’ critical orthodoxies. By doing so, they reveal 
the extent to which disciplinary and methodological limits that accord to the conventions of 
academic Wissenschaft tended to sidestep or overlook the importance of radically local and spatial 
experiences of these Stimmungen. Furthermore, by emphasizing literature’s proximity to these 
spaces, they highlight the way in which these resonant and relational spaces hold an oracular sway 
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over human reality, revealing if not determining potential futures. As an ‘untranslatable’ German 
term, Stimmung is in many ways predisposed to evading the determination that is more often than 
not demanded by Wissenschaft: in addition to mood and atmosphere, the term refers varyingly to 
milieu as well as to attunement and agreement, to disposition and to voicing, which is derived from 
its etymological root in the voice, or Stimme, and which has come to mean voting, or stimmen. Yet 
it is precisely this ambiguity that offers the possibility to rethink literature’s position within critique 
and its ability to reveal a critical awareness of atmospheres and the voices that fill them. 
To give contour to this critical attitude that is grounded in literary or poetic language and 
form, I turn to the works of three authors for whom Stimmung plays a significant role, especially 
in the postwar period. In addition to the Swiss writer Frisch (1911-1991) this dissertation will 
examine the work and thought of Bulgarian-born Elias Canetti (1905-1994) and Austrian author 
and playwright Elfriede Jelinek (1946-), with special attention paid to texts published between 
1950 and 1989. Within the general field of German literary studies of the postwar period, much 
attention has been paid to figures such as Heinrich Böll, Günter Grass and Martin Walser, for 
example, who to a greater or lesser extent adopted a practice of what Böll described as a writer’s 
X-ray gaze that would allow them to see things that had not yet emerged in their field of vision.2 
For Böll in 1952, such an outwardly oriented and penetrating vision was ultimately the task of the 
postwar writer of what became known as Trümmerliteratur. And while Böll does admit that the 
sense of sight has come to mean more than mere vision in the literal sense, the emphasis on the 
eye (das Auge) maintains a primacy of vision that has dominated scholarship until fairly recently. 
However, for the three writers on which this dissertation focuses, Stimmung reveals itself not only 
as the site on which they appear to engage power from the sidelines, that is, from the geographical 
 
2 Heinrich Böll, ‘Bekenntnis Zur Trümmerliteratur’, in Werke: Kölner Ausgabe, vol. 6 (Köln: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 2007), 58–62. 
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periphery of the German center, but also from the periphery of the field of vision. In other words, 
it is here, at the margins of both the literary center and critical convention that Frisch, Canetti and 
Jelinek – Swiss, Austrian and a German émigré –identify the myths underlying various political 
and cultural ideologies as making their first appearance, and especially how they affect and are 
affected by the air and sounds in which we dwell. What this dissertation therefore ultimately seeks 
to address is a body of literature firmly embedded in the atmospheres and Stimmungen of the 
postwar era.  
The sensibility these authors demonstrate for this ‘affective atmosphere’ can be traced back 
to the insights of nineteenth century polymath Johann Gottfried Herder. His interest in local 
cultures and their myths was finely attuned to the fact that humans are as much pupils of the air in 
which they live as much as they are pupils of the ear.3 However, rather than posit some overarching 
or cohesive theory of Stimmung, I emphasize the different ways in which these authors engage the 
various connotations and meanings of this term beyond the bounds of its definitions by 
enlightenment aesthetic theory. I do so in order to delineate new modes of critique suitable to 
counter what Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek saw as an increasingly rational and ultimately algorithmic 
world. What is ultimately of concern for these authors is the overly abstract and rational approach 
that critiques of this world had taken and the risk that was run of widening the gap between the 
world and themselves. In other words, they identify that aspect of experience that cannot be 
compressed into theoretical frameworks and language.  
Although these authors garnered particular influence in the first four decades following the 
war, and have since been given somewhat of a marginal status within the top tiers of ‘world 
literature,’ their involvement with Stimmung merits our attention for the ways in which their 
 
3 Johann Gottfried Herder, Sämtliche Werke, ed. Bernhard Suphen, vol. XIII (Hildestein: Georg Olms 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1967), 142. 
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concerns prefigure out own. Keeping our current contemporary moment in mind, in which the air 
we breathe has been newly invested with both biological and symbolic significance due to the 
global pandemic and issues of racial injustice, it is all the more important to consider the ways in 
which the spaces in which we dwell and the felt experiences we have there relate to thought and 
ideology, and how they are aesthetically represented. For their part, Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek 
take a position that, to quote Austrian writer Hermann Broch, understands literature as “an 
impatience of knowledge [Ungeduld der Erkenntnis].”4 They find in literature a way of ‘doing 
critique’ that departs from systems and schemas as much as it departs from mid-century notions 
of engaged literature. Informed by the developments of the modern scientific consciousness of 
atmosphere, they represent an ambiguous tendency to ground a critical style in what Hermann 
Schmitz calls “spontaneous life experience,” or the embodied, pre-reflexive experience within 
atmospheres and the voices that make them resonate.5 What they identified as lacking in much of 
the critical practice of the twentieth century is the experience of the immersive nature of experience 
 
4 This phrase of Broch’s has also been quoted from his novel Tod des Vergil (1945) as “Ungeduld nach Erkenntnis” 
(my emphasis), which opens up the valency of his statement. Not only, as in the first formulation, is knowledge the 
subject experiencing impatience, but in the second, we find an impatience for knowledge itself, suggesting a radically 
different understanding of ‘knowledge’ as one lying outside the generally accepted use of the term.  
5 Hermann Schmitz, New Phenomenology: a Brief Introduction, trans. Rudolf Owen Müllan (Mimesis International, 
2019), 47–48; As far as the ‘modern scientific consciousness’ of atmospheres goes, we can point to a number of 
developments as described in the following books Sergej Rickenbacher, Wissen Um Stimmung: Diskurs Und Poetik 
in Robert Musils ‘Die Verwirrungen Des Zöglings Törless’ Und ‘Vereinigungen’, Musil-Studien, Band 43 (Paderborn: 
Wilhelm Fink, 2015); Tyler Whitney, Eardrums: Literary Modernism as Sonic Warfare (Evanston, Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 2019); Andrew Blum, The Weather Machine: A Journey Inside the Forecast (New 
York: Ecco, 2019). We find in Rickenbacher’s study of Stimmung in Musil a rich background concerning the interest 
that a number of scientists at around the turn of the century had for the atmosphere, for mood and other qualities that 
one might speak of as ‘hanging in the air.’ This coincides, as Tyler Whitney describes in great detail, with an emergent 
‘acoustical modernity,’ a concern for noise pollution and its social moorings. Blum’s recent popular book on weather 
measuring systems, also begins at this same time, showing how a sense for the weather and for regional and global 
atmospheric patterns began to enter into everyday parlance with the rise of inter-regional travel due to the railroad 
systems of the late nineteenth century. I also find it worth mentioning here that it is around this time that physicists 
began to take a more direct interest as to whether or not the ‘luminiferous ether,’ the existence of which was necessary 
to maintain Newtonian physics, was in fact a real thing. Michelson’s and Morley’s 1887 experiment would be repeated 
a number of times well into the twentieth century before a conclusion was found that the ether did not exist, thereby 
supporting a key component of Einstein’s theory of relativity. This is all to say that modernity is fundamentally rooted 
in atmospheric thinking. 
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itself, for which theoretical constructs were unable to properly give an account. What is needed, 
they argue, is a new set of words and images that would make this universal reality a felt one, and 
not simply a known abstraction that is taken for granted. 
Drawing on their respective educational and professional Ausbildungen, Frisch, Canetti 
and Jelinek give voice to a yet to be articulated vein of postwar literary production that extends its 
practice of critique beyond the conventional paradigm cultivated within academic circles. Rather 
than depart from a ground of theoretical abstractions and systematic methodologies such as, for 
example, orthodox forms of Marxism and psychoanalysis, they instead orient themselves toward 
a practice rooted in elucidating the manner in which concrete involvements of everyday life sustain 
or resist ideological narratives. For Frisch this involves postwar architectural debates concerning 
modernist architecture and city planning that included voices such as Friedensreich Hundertwasser 
and critics interested in new regional vernaculars such as Bernard Rudofsky and Raimund 
Abraham. Canetti, on the other hand, must be reconsidered as much the product of the crowds he 
experienced in interwar Vienna as he was a student of a profit-driven chemical industry in the 
wake of the first wartime gas attack overseen by fellow Nobel Prize winner Fritz Haber. And, 
finally, Jelinek is intimately aware of the misogynistic conditioning that occurs in the silent 
seriousness of Austrian musical conservatories and their defenselessness against mockery and 
laughter, especially when it comes from the romanticized and often voiceless figure of the woman. 
In doing so, these three authors ground their work in the historical reality of a century that has 
witnessed the birth of gas warfare and the domestic use of tear gas, the widespread implementation 
of pesticides and air-conditioning, and the electronic broadcasting of voices and sonar imaging. 
What brings the three together is an implicit acknowledgment that the consequences of 
overlooking the felt reality of these ‘atmospheric’ experiences in which breathing and hearing is 
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conditioned proves costly: it is in these radically local and intimate sites of experience, meaning 
the air breathed and the sounds being circulated, that power initially and consistently insinuates 
itself.  
This vein runs parallel to an emerging body of philosophical contributions to the study of 
‘atmospheres’ that, beginning with Hermann Schmitz’s response to French phenomenologist 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty in the 1960s, has pervaded various corners of scholarship during the last 
few decades.6 Recent contributions by Tonino Griffero and Gernot Böhme, to name two, have 
begun to make critical inroads beyond philosophy into fields such as anthropology, sociology, and 
musicology, for example. This dissertation extends this inquiry into the field of comparative 
literature in order to examine the treatment of Stimmungen in the writing of Frisch, Canetti and 
Jelinek. It addresses a gap in the scholarship by demonstrating how Stimmung provides a new way 
for reading literature, as Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has been arguing in recent years, while at the 
same time showing how Stimmung may inform a narrative-based mode of critique that resists the 
tendencies to grasp experience within the confines of disciplinary knowledge.7 This, of course, 
raises a particular issue of irony when attempting the explication of Stimmung within a scholarly 
framework such as this one, in which the argument is made that Stimmung finds a more pronounced 
 
6 See Anna-Katharina Gisbertz, ed., Stimmung: Zur Wiederkehr Einer Ästetischen Kategorie (Paderborn: Wilhelm 
Fink, 2011); Larissa Pfaller and Basil Wiesse, eds., Stimmungen Und Atmosphären: Zur Affektivität Des Sozialen 
(Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 2018); Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Stimmungen lesen über eine verdeckte Wirklichkeit der 
Literatur (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 2011); Leo Spitzer, Classical and Christian Ideas of World Harmony: 
Prolegomena to an Interpretation of the Word ‘Stimmung’ (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1963); 
Rickenbacher, Wissen Um Stimmung; Jan Slaby and Christian von Scheve, eds., Affective Societies: Key Concepts, 1 
Edition (London: Routledge, 2019); Tonino Griffero, Atmospheres: Aesthetics of Emotional Space, trans. Sarah De 
Sanctis (New York: Routledge, 2016); Tonino Griffero, Quasi-Things: The Paradigm of Atmospheres, trans. Sarah 
De Sanctis, 2018; Alberto Pérez Gómez, Attunement: Architectural Meaning after the Crisis of Modern Science 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2016). 
7 In relation to Stimmung being a new approach to literary studies, see Gumbrecht, Stimmungen lesen über eine 
verdeckte Wirklichkeit der Literatur. 
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‘presence’ in aesthetic or even ‘mystical’ modes of expression. Nevertheless, giving theoretical 
contour to the term is as necessary as it is useful. 
In their own though interrelated ways, I find these three authors tasking themselves with a 
critique of postwar reality not through scientific knowledge or an abstract dialectics or didactics; 
nor do they rely on a poetics through which to offer an escape into the aesthetic realm that might 
counter the rational world of ‘reality.’ Rather, they force a reckoning with the atmospheres created 
through the structures in which meaning is created and values assessed. Importantly included 
within this critique are the forms and generic strictures posed by ideology critique and literature 
themselves. In this way, I argue that their works are thoroughly infused with the main concerns of 
postwar German literature that muse on the relation between spirit and power, though they engage 
these concerns with an atmospheric approach attuned to pre-theoretical experiences.  
 It should be stated from the outset that I do not intend to argue that there is any essential 
quality shared between these three writers that would naturally situate them together in a new 
‘school’ or movement of literature. With the exception of Jelinek’s acknowledgment of Canetti’s 
contribution to a Viennese style of satire, which she admits she has inherited, as well as their both 
having received the Nobel Prize in 1980 and 2004 respectively, there is little obvious reason to 
mention these three authors in the same breath. And yet it is in fact this very distance that serves 
my study of literary atmospheres: it requires a search beyond the bounds of set disciplinary 
guidelines for the moment or moments at which three contemporaneous literary trajectories find 
some form of attunement to one another. It is therefore worth giving a brief gloss of these three 
authors in order to emphasize how they ultimately draw on their own Ausbildungen within their 
literary production as sites on which not only to critique what they take to be potentially limiting 
ideologies, but, perhaps more importantly, to test the validity of existing methods of critique 
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themselves. Whether it is the space of dwelling constructed of iron and concrete, the breathable 
air, or the voices and images that pervade these atmospheres, the authors studied here approach 
these experiences from the outside. They avoid overt alignments with established critical programs 
or keep them always at arm’s length. What stands at the center of their respective literary projects 
is ultimately a mythopoetics that is thoroughly permeated by the conditions of Stimmungen.8 
 
Critical Origins: Architecture, Chemistry, and Music 
 
Frisch’s training and brief practice as an architect from the late 1930s to the mid 1950s offers 
perhaps the most readily available inroad to making this link between Stimmung and the way it 
orders or narrates the world. Including this professional experience as part of the life of Frisch-
the-writer demands a serious consideration of how architectural debates of that period would have 
informed his literary work.9 Known primarily for his examination of individual self-determination 
in novels such as Stiller (1954) and the play Biografie (1967), as well as an attention to Brechtian 
form in plays such as Biedermann und die Brandstifter (1953) and Andorra (1961), Frisch’s 
literary output dealt directly with an uneasy and fragile hopefulness concerning a post-fascist 
future. This led him to engage openly in public debates, often using the opportunity of awards 
presented to him to speak out against xenophobia as well as Switzerland’s pretensions of having 
 
8 Rickenbacher, Wissen Um Stimmung I must acknowledge here Sergej Rickenbacher’s (no relation) contribution to 
the study of Stimmung in Robert Musil’s literature. I borrow though build off of what he describes somewhat 
differently here as a Poetik der Stimmung. 
9 See Heinz Ludwig Arnold, Gespräche Mit Schriftstellern: Max Frisch, Günter Grass, Wolfgang Koeppen, Max von 
Der Grün, Günter Wallraff (München: Beck, 1975), 16. It is worth noting here a distinction that Frisch makes between 
architecture and literature. In this interview with Heinz Ludwig Arnold, Frisch denies that there is much to learn (from 
the critics’ point of view) of the relationship between his literary practice and architectural training. That is, he rejects 
as too simple the notion that architecture is a theme or topic for his literature, and likewise, that learning to build as 
an architect informed his learning to build with words. While this may be true in Frisch’s estimation, what I am looking 
for here is not a one-to-one correspondence, but to evoke my thematic here, how a certain atmosphere encapsulated 
both of his practices and how this would necessarily have colored – and not so much intellectually influenced – both. 
The nuance might seem slight, but in my opinion, it is an important one to keep in mind.  
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made it through the war relatively unscathed and its continued insistence on what he saw as a 
forced parochialism.10 But it should not be forgotten that Frisch’s first political awakening came 
during a debate concerning city planning in the early 1950s. In light of this, we can change the 
register in which his literary texts are encountered, paying close attention to his concern with the 
physically lived and experienced places being built in the period of reconstruction. This will help 
re-orient his texts around the ontological question of dwelling that occupied architects and 
philosophers alike during this time. To this end, Frisch’s Tagebücher (diaries or sketchbooks) lend 
perhaps the most immediate link between architecture and literature that help to establish 
Stimmung as an organizing principle. The recounting of various atmospheres, whether political, 
cultural, literary or architectural, as well as the germs of literary productions that responded to the 
‘real world,’ find their most comfortable place in this seemingly personal genre.  
Yet, as Elias Canetti emphasizes in his numerous memoirs (especially those published 
between 1977 and 1985), this personal genre of the diary or the Tagebuch is anything but 
solipsistic. It instead recounts the formation of an individual within a collective cultural 
atmosphere, describing the ways in which a spirit of the age tunes the individual, how it carries 
them along like a ‘resonant wind,’ and, importantly, how one becomes aware that the air they 
breathe is not a personal experience but one that is shared collectively with everyone and 
everything around them. It comes as no surprise, then, that Canetti’s interest in crowds and the 
energetic atmosphere that envelops it, which he experiences firsthand in Frankfurt and Vienna in 
 
10 See, for example Max Frisch, ‘Emigranten. Rede Zur Verleihung Des Georg-Büchner-Preises 1958’, in Gesammelte 
Werke in Zeitlicher Folge, vol. IV.1, XII vols (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976), 229–43; Max Frisch, 
‘Die Schweiz Ist Ein Land Ohne Utopie (1960)’, in Gesammelte Werke in Zeitlicher Folge, vol. IV.1, XII vols 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976), 258–59; Max Frisch, ‘Öffentlichkeit Als Partner’, in Gesammelte 
Werke in Zeitlicher Folge, vol. IV.1, XII vols (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976), 244–52. 
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the 1920s, increasingly coincides with the memoiristic form he adopts in parallel to his major work 
on that subject.  
Canetti’s tendency to pay attention to the collective ether is no doubt what has created a 
sense of ambiguity regarding his place in the literary and cultural canon of the twentieth century. 
His magnum opus Crowds and Power (1960) has certainly solidified this reputation. Not quite 
literary and not quite scholarly, the publication of this ‘anthropology’ of crowds attempted to 
capture the energies and dispositions, as well as the essences of collectively shared images and 
narratives that create and destroy the crowd feeling that was of such interest to scholars and 
politicians alike. His interest in such ephemera within the bounds of Wissenschaft led critics to 
deem Canetti, among other things, a “sorcerer” or even as “the most decayed limb one can possibly 
imagine of the great German intellectual tree.”11 These critics pointed to what they saw as the 
unseriousness of his interventions into the phenomena of crowds that was elevated once again to 
a socio-philosophical problem after the Nazi period. They attacked his loose handling of existing 
discourse and the all-out dismissal of major thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, all 
the while appealing to specious sources on anthropology and myth that abutted against a 
controversial Jungian psychology.  
Canetti’s work however demands a reassessment when we consider the ubiquitous 
references he makes to breath and breathing as a literal concern and not, as it generally has been 
read, a metaphor meant to allude to an abstract sense of spiritual and intellectual freedom. Such a 
concern first crops up during his time at the University of Vienna where he reluctantly completed 
a doctorate in chemistry, a choice of profession forced upon him with its promises of a “useful” 
 
11 See Tom Nairn, ‘Crowds and Critics’, New Left Review 1, no. 17 (1962): 24–33 in which Nairn’s description of 
Canetti as a ‘decayed limb’ appears; For more on Canetti’s reception, see Corina Stan, The Art of Distances: Ethical 
Thinking in Twentieth-Century Literature (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2018), especially 70. 
The epithet of ‘sorcerer’ came to Canetti by way of French critic Jacques Cabau.  
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and “profitable” career. As his memoirs reveal, however, the atmosphere of the chemistry lab was 
countered by his experience in the cafés and salons of interwar Vienna where he encountered 
Robert Musil and Hermann Broch. It was here that Canetti became preoccupied with breathing in 
a way that was heavily inflected by a corresponding interest in Stimmung within various branches 
of experimental sciences and art. Breathing increasingly revealed itself as something that existed 
beyond the realm of existing science, which had forgone its ethical obligation: either this shared 
space of breathing and the collective responsibility we have for it is ignored, or it is exploited on 
the battlefield, or on the streets and markets at home.  
This interest in breath led Canetti to consider the ways in which certain literary techniques 
and forms might better remind readers of the felt experience of breathing, something that scientific 
or everyday knowledge could not. As we will see, it was in myth that Canetti found such a 
possibility. His writings following the publication of Crowds and Power were generally oriented 
toward reminding readers of the mythical underpinnings of our modern-day assumptions.  
Perhaps more than the other two writers mentioned above, Jelinek, who grew up in the 
world of Canetti’s youth, took a far more direct interest in confronting and indeed dismantling the 
cultural myths of her day. As a trained musician who studied at a Viennese conservatory, Jelinek 
is well aware of the ideological reach of the myths that pervaded Austrian culture and society. The 
violence she sees sustained in the myth of the heteronormative family, as well as the new heroes 
embodied in the athleticism of the members of the national ski team, enjoy a shared origin in the 
aesthetics of the Romantic modernism conserved in musical cultural. This violence turns up in her 
writing in its most exaggerated forms, pushing toward a perverse laughter in the face of 
incomprehensibility. In doing so, Jelinek reveals not only the inherent violence embedded within 
these common structures and the narratives that sustain them, but she does not hesitate to 
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simultaneously mock the validity of the existing modes of critique that have attempted to shine a 
light on the dangers they pose and the voices they continue to silence. 
With these backgrounds in mind I investigate how Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek are in their 
own ways attuned to the quality of spaces, sounds and voices around them. Yet the question arises 
here as to how these authors envision a critique as literature and how we might position it in 
relation to dominant postwar thinking? Furthermore, how does this translate into a mythopoetics 
that draws the three together? What are its formal and critical qualities? In what ways did these 
authors in particular attempt to elicit the experience of atmospheres and the ‘hearing’ of voices? 
And, finally, what were the epistemological, ethical and, if any, political goals of such a re-
attunement between humans and their environments, and especially others within that 
environment? 
 
Mythopoetics and Stimmung 
 
The tentative answer to these questions is two-pronged. The first holds that what results from these 
concerns is a renewed and expressly literary interest in myth that becomes particularly pronounced 
in the immediate postwar era. As a brief entry, we can point to Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. 
Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/47) in which the oppositional relationship between 
myth and enlightenment – each of which traditionally denote two distinct dispositions or 
Stimmungen toward the world – is troubled. Their thesis concerning myth’s relationship to 
enlightenment and enlightenment’s regression to myth, was meant to short-circuit any notion of a 
pre-modern mythical past that might serve as an antidote to modernity’s failures as much as it was 
to hold enlightenment accountable for ignoring its own blind spots. Myth, they argue, does not 
intrinsically oppose the rationality of enlightenment; it was, in fact, its driving force. Neither, 
however, is myth some ‘natural’ form that had been denatured and made powerless by reason. 
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Conversely, they insist that enlightenment had by no means superseded the superstition and 
dogmatism it identified in mythical thinking. This is most evident in enlightenment’s pretense 
toward what they call a “false clarity” that is sustained by ‘pragmatic’ thought and economistic 
thinking; this, they argue, serves a function identical to the explanatory power of myth it claimed 
to have overcome.12 What Horkheimer and Adorno ultimately insist upon is that it is necessary 
that we realize a dynamic and dialectical critical approach that releases both categories of myth 
and enlightenment from their fixed moorings; such a move, as the rest of their book demonstrates, 
requires broadening the horizon of critique from the limited attention to the positivistic sciences 
toward the all-encompassing culture that has revealed itself as complicit with that which it attacks.  
Appealing to myth in its original sense, both as “an assertive discourse that demands to be 
enacted,” and especially as a dialogical narrative practice that constitutes forms of collectivity, 
Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek embody in literary form the anxieties of the absence of such a dialectical 
approach expressed by Horkheimer and Adorno.13 The result is a recovery of the involvement with 
Stimmung that is far more prevalent in myth and mythopoesis than it is in the appeals to reason 
and rationality of enlightenment orthodoxy. The literary contributions of these writers in fact 
attempt to reconcile this arbitrary dichotomy of enlightenment and myth by emphasizing the spirit 
and not so much the logic of enlightenment in their attacks on their ideological opponents as much 
as on their fellow critics. Myth, in this case, is to be understood not as ‘fable’ opposed to rational 
logic, but as discourse that concerns individual and collective transformation.14 
 
12 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford Unviersity Press, 2002), xvii. 
13 Maurizio Bettini, ‘Mythos/Fabula’, in The Novel, ed. Franco Moretti, vol. 1 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2006), 225. 




The relegation of myth as a narrative form to irrational make-believe in fact mimics the 
fate of atmosphere and voice in Western thought in general. Adriana Cavarero, Timothy Morton  
and others have shown in recent decades to what extent normative systems of thought and 
expression have arrested the dynamic and fluid nature of atmosphere and voice within static 
concepts.15 This, however, is also more often than not the case for those more reactionary or 
‘counter-enlightenment’ movements that have claimed a hold of the atmosphere and voice in 
aesthetic or communal ways. What appears to stand outside the grasp of both enlightened critique, 
which seeks to know its object, and the mythical appeals to Nature and harmony, is the felt reality 
of the physical and acoustic spaces in which these activities take place. As such, myth’s renewal 
reveals itself to be closely related to Schmitz’s phenomenological interest in atmospheres by which 
he seeks to liberate the ‘noise’ of spontaneous life from the clear, normative signal of rational 
thought. The most important consequence of opening up to the noise that these atmospheres carry 
along with them is not the unlocking of some hidden door to utopia, but to show that ‘things could 
be otherwise.’ It leads to a serious consideration of how future potentialities might be spoken of 
and narrated in such a way to bring about their actualization. Myth, in the way it is understood 
here, involves an ever-changing character and carries along with it the possibilities of individual 
and collective change through processes of projection and correction, of fine-tuning. 
 
15 See Adriana Cavarero, For More Than One Voice, trans. Paul A. Kottman (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2005); See also Timothy Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2009). In her book For More than One Voice: Toward a Philosophy of Vocal Expression 
(2005), Italian philosopher Adriana Cavarero spends considerable time examining what she calls the “devocalization 
of Logos,” or reason. She shows how a shift occurred around the time of Plato and Aristotle for whom the voice, which 
had up till then been equated with the breath and atmosphere of both Nature and God, began to recede into the 
background in order to privilege the semantic content that reason communicated. This is most explicit in the 
privileging of the latter half of phone semantike within Western philosophy: the voice here is no longer the acoustic 
presence of a spoken utterance but is instead an abstract carrier for semantic content. The point I want to emphasize 
here is that the privileging of the semantic content over the acoustic and embodied voice with which Cavarero concerns 
herself, coincides with the relegation of the atmosphere that is evident in the ‘breath’ of the ancient Hebrew that is 
similarly shifted to a meaning of speech with Platonism and especially Christianity. As for Morton, we find a similar 
reification of the concept of ‘Nature,’ which he deconstructs as a product of Romantic thought, infused with a certain 
mythology of its own that fails to account for its existence beyond the bounds of this aesthetic category.  
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The second prong of my response to the questions posed above, especially those directed 
toward the epistemological and ethical effects of a mythopoetics, investigates the manner in which 
this renewed investment in myth resonates with the spiritual crises of modernity. By conjuring 
myth’s original bond to the spoken ‘word,’ to the breath that utters this word, and, as we saw in 
Frisch’s entry on Cassandra, to a voice of fate that constitutes that very fate in what it says, each 
chapter will make the case for how the disenchantment or spiritlessness of modernity is rethought 
in terms of an “atmospheric” awareness. The authors included here implicitly argue that what in 
fact first appears to be an essential loss in a disenchanted world is rather merely a matter of 
perception that is out of tune or verstimmt with its environment. In other words, this spiritlessness 
is presented as a matter of rethinking the way in which the world and spiritual redemption is 
narrated. Contrary to some figures of the twentieth century, like composers Karlheinz Stockhausen 
and Sun Ra who during the “Age of Aquarius” located enlightenment far away on Sirius and 
Saturn, the authors here argue that there is no need to extend ourselves to the cosmos in order to 
rediscover a sense of Stimmung, understood in this case as world or cosmic harmony.16 As the 
twentieth century has shown, the appeal to these myths was meant to reinvigorate a communal or 
transcendental spirit capable of overcoming the realities of modernity too often resulted in 
consequences that could be described as escapist at best, and as disastrous at worst. We saw this 
 
16 See Karlheinz Stockhausen, Towards a Cosmic Music, trans. Tim Nevill (Dorset: Element, 1989); Karlheinz 
Stockhausen, Stockhausen on Music: Lectures and Interviews, ed. Robin Maconie (London: Marion Boyars, 2000); 
For more on Sun Ra, see Yves Citton, Mythocratie: Storytelling et Imaginaire de Gauche (Paris: Editions Amsterdam, 
2010). I mention Stockhausen and Sun Ra here for two reasons. The first is that Stockhausen could well have been 
included here as a chapter topic in his own right, given the fact that his compositions, especially in the late 1960s, 
which included a piece titled “Stimmung” (1969), were geared toward questions of atmosphere and harmony, though 
mostly meant here in a more cosmic sense. His stated that “we are all transistors” resonates particularly well with 
some of the positions that Canetti and Frisch take as writers as well, as I will show in their respective chapters. As for 
Sun Ra, Yves Citton makes a provocative argument in his book on Mythocratie, which envisions a socialism emerging 
from a new mytho-cratic orientation by the left. In many ways, his argument can he heard echoing in my own, 
particularly the position that the Right has enjoyed a monopoly on myth and mythmaking that the Left has generally 
attempted to counter with rationalization and appeals to objective truth. To advance his argument and to give an 
example as to how this might look, he uses the Jazz icon as a model of someone who projected an entirely new world 
in the form of myth to which his lived life here on earth attuned itself.  
 
 17 
in both the aestheticism and asceticism of various spheres of late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century decadence and utopian movements, as well as in National Socialism’s myth of a völkisch 
destiny.17 Instead, an anti-capitalist and anti-fascist salvation could potentially be located by 
addressing the more immediate problems of unhousedness (not just in the ontological sense as 
described by György Lukács, but in the material reality of needing to house people after the war), 
breathlessness and the serious, cynical silence that marked the Cold War era. This, however, 
requires a rethinking of critique itself in such a way so as to satisfactorily address the lived and 
embodied reality in which it ostensibly stakes its interests.  
 
Theoretical Trajectory: Herder, Nietzsche, Sloterdijk   
 
My investigation of the mythopoetics of Stimmung, and the search for a sense of enchantment that 
had gone missing under the influence of modern enlightenment, will engage three major currents 
of German critical thought. These include most notably Johann Gottfried Herder, Friedrich 
Nietzsche and Peter Sloterdijk. All of these figures have in their own way posed formidable 
critiques of enlightenment in their respective periods of writing. I find in the texts of Frisch, Canetti 
and Jelinek echoes of these three thinkers and especially their treatment of Stimmung, explicit or 
not. Together, these moments, which will also be contextualized with reference to other thinkers 
for whom Stimmung plays a role, will help to draw out how we understand the term in varying 
spheres of literature and criticism in the postwar period. 
To begin with, the relationship between myth and Stimmung has not been explicitly 
articulated within literary criticism. Yet there exists an inherent bond that can be traced as far back 
 
17 One example of the former is Monte Verità in Ascona, Ticino, which served as a site of a commune during the first 
half of the century. Some notable visitors included Hermann Hesse and Carl Jung.  
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as the work of Herder in which the interest in local and regional cultures and languages posed a 
particular problem for the system outlined by his former teacher Kant. We find a strong presence 
of an understanding of Stimmung in his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menscheit 
(1784), which appeared three years after Kant’s first critique. Herder proposes here a turn to what 
he calls a “geographische Aerologie [geographical aerology]” that could adequately explain the 
“formation of man, in body and in mind” as a “[nursling] of the air.”18 As an early counterpoint to 
Kant’s rhetoric concerning universal reason and transcendental subjectivity, Herder emphatically 
argued that just as “we are incapable of breathing pure air [reine Luft zu athmen, sind wir nicht 
fähig],” so too were we incapable of thinking pure reason, let alone posit unconditional grounds 
on which to build epistemological edifices.19 Instead, Herder was convinced that any enlightened 
modern philosophy had to take into account the fact that climate, electricity, magnetic forces, and 
the chemical makeup of the air’s “vapors and exhalations [Dünste und Dämpfe]” were instrumental 
in the development of human and other earthly life.20 Further on in the same text he adds to this 
nurturing environment the sounds of these spaces. He writes that we are just as much “pupil[s] of 
the ear” as we are of the air, for the simple reason that the air is pervaded by the sounds of human 
and non-human voices announcing themselves to us.21 In a way that appears to have foreseen 
today’s urgency to establish an ecological consciousness, Herder’s Aerologie stresses the 
apparently irrefutable yet nevertheless contested fact that the body, language, and reason were 
always environmentally conditioned, cultivated in the sonorous “Treibhaus [hothouse]” of nature. 
To ignore these very human aspects of experience, as he claimed Kant had risked doing, was to 
 
18 Herder, Sämtliche Werke, XIII:31. 
19 Herder, XIII:29. 
20 Herder, XIII:30–31. 
21 Herder, XIII:142. 
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lose sight, smell, taste and hearing of our contextual existences while rebuffing the most intimate 
relation experienced by human beings. It is also in these experiences that Herder saw as the very 
life source of mythology and folklore that, in turn, maintained a connection through the language 
in which it was recounted to these experiences.22 
In his well-known essay “Stimmung” (2003), David Wellbery demonstrates that the term 
has been a part of the German intellectual tradition since at least the time of Herder. Yet Wellbery’s 
essay also shows how Herder’s implicit understanding of the term, which I describe above, slips 
away from its atmospheric and vocal references to an almost exclusively interiorized aesthetic 
experience with the introduction of Kant’s system in the late eighteenth century. Notably in this 
transition we lose track of Herder’s pupil who learns both from the air they breathe and the sounds 
they hear. The last glimpse we have of this student appears to be in Goethe’s essay on Falconet, in 
which Wellbery locates an implicit instance of Stimmung in his discussion of the “uniformly 
coloured web of relations” between “divine vibrations” that the artist (Herder’s fading pupil?) 
alone is able to recognize through a deductive process.23 Later, when Stimmung is introduced into 
aesthetic theory by Kant, it is used to metaphorically refer to imagination’s attunement of the 
experience of beauty to the universal principles of cognition. This plays on a particularly important 
function of Stimmung, namely the reconciliation between the subjective aesthetic experience and 
 
22 See Ulrich Gaier, ‘Myth, Mythology, New Mythology’, in A Companion to the Works of Johann Gottfried Herder, 
ed. Hans Adler and Wulf Koepke (Camden House, 2009), 169. To this, Gaier of course importantly adds the Volk 
which is the basis both for this language and mythology. Gaier goes on to make the point that for Herder myth did not 
necessarily enjoy the same metaphysical baggage that had been attached to it throughout the longer period of 
enlightenment but that it was rather understood more along the lines of an Aristotelian mythos, meaning “literary 
subject matter in general.” As such, along with Fabel, myth served among a number of more romantically inclined 
thinkers of the eighteenth century a didactic purpose and therefore a proponent of scientific and philosophical 
discourse rather than an antagonist to the age of scientific rationalism. 
23 David E. Wellbery, ‘Stimmung’, trans. Rebecca Pohl, New Formations 93, no. 93 (2017): 9. 
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a larger, in this case, universal and universalizable experience that can be communicated.24 It is in 
this tone that Stimmung carries on throughout the period, and appears in the work of Friedrich 
Schiller who uses it to describe the aesthetic itself, the so-called ‘middle disposition’ in which 
sensation and reason merge into an indeterminate activity. In this ambiguous site of play, which 
he calls the Spieltreib, Schiller attempts to carve out a potential future for a post-1789 cultural and 
political life.25 
As Wellbery argues in his essay, it isn’t until Martin Heidegger’s use of Stimmung in Sein 
und Zeit (1927) as a way to talk about a pre-theoretical being-there or Dasein, which describes our 
attunement to an environment in which we are thrown, that the term’s concrete relationship to 
physical atmospheres begins to emerge once again.26 Although Heidegger’s emphasis is more on 
the affective inflection of the term such as mood or ‘attunement’ as a way to overcome the 
distinction between the interior ‘soul’ and the exterior world which it inhabits, his lengthy 
discussion of the spatiality of existence approaches an understanding of an embodied experience 
in space that will later inform the work of phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty and Simone de 
Beauvoir – for both of these thinkers the material body becomes the site of reflection. In this vein 
of phenomenology, embodied experience within space served a rather explicit critical function 
 
24 See Friedlind Riedel, ‘Atmosphere’, in Affective Societies: Key Concepts, ed. Jan Slaby and Christian von Scheve, 
1 Edition (London : New York: Routledge, 2019), 85–95. I agree with Riedel’s implicit conflation of the current 
interest in “atmosphere” with Stimmung – a difference that also seems to elude Wellbery somewhat. I also want to 
point to Riedel’s description of Stimmung or atmosphere as a “mereological” concept. In using this term, Riedel 
attempts to demonstrate the way in which a ‘reigning’ atmosphere constitutes a certain coherence in a given ‘region,’ 
while also being constituted by the individual constituents. As such she tries to distinguish the study of atmospheres 
from affect, which might be more amenable to a set-theory approach wherein “(emerging) bodies relate to each other” 
(85). The point here is that when we speak about Stimmung or atmosphere we must keep in mind the total situation 
that encompasses the constituent parts.  
25 Friedrich Schiller, Über Die Ästhetische Erziehung Des Menschen in Einer Reihe von Briefen (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 2009). 
26 See Wellbery, ‘Stimmung’, 32–40. 
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directed against the inherited Cartesian rationalism that had laid out a space in front of us as though 
it were a separate and flat plane.  
Yet the question remains as to how might a critical function of such a poetics be better 
understood? Such a function is already apparent in the above example of Heidegger, as it was in 
Kant’s day when Schiller used it to explain the Spieltreib as a way to avoid the violence following 
the French Revolution and as a necessary condition for the development of a utopian state. In both 
instances Stimmung describes a certain way of being attuned ‘intellectually’ toward worldly 
phenomena and one’s relation to it in an ethical or authentic manner. However, to address this 
question in a context that is somewhat closer in time and spirit to the postwar period of interest 
here, I turn to the influence of Nietzsche to elaborate the potential actionable aspects of such an 
awareness. There is one passage that resonates particularly well with what I am getting at in this 
dissertation. This passage is titled “Die Stimmung als Argument [Mood as Argument]” and is 
found in one of his lesser known works, Morgenröte (1881). It is here, too, that we are reminded 
of Frisch’s contemplation of Cassandra’s prophecies briefly discussed above. I’ll cite the entirety 
of this short passage which reads as follows:  
Mood as argument. – ‘What is the cause of a cheerful resolution for action?’ – 
mankind has been much exercised by this question. The oldest and still the most 
common answer is: ‘God is the cause; it is his way of telling us he approves of our 
intention.’ When in former times one consulted the oracle over something one 
proposed to do, what one wanted from it was this feeling of cheerful resolution; and 
anyone who stood in doubt before several possible courses of action advised 
himself thus: ‘I shall do that which engenders this feeling.’ One thus decided, not 
for the most reasonable course, but for that course the image of which inspired the 
soul with hope and courage. The good mood was placed on the scales as an 
argument and outweighed rationality: it did so because it was interpreted 
superstitiously as the effect of a god who promises success and who in this manner 
gives expression to his reason as the highest rationality. Now consider the 
consequences of such a prejudice when clever and power-hungry men availed 
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themselves – and continue to avail themselves – of it! ‘Create a mood!’ – one will 
then require no reasons and conquer all objections.27 
 
Die Stimmung als Argument. – Was ist die Ursache freudiger Entschlossenheit zur 
Tat? – diese Frage hat die Menschen viel beschäftigt. Die älteste und immer noch 
geläufige Antwort ist: Gott ist die Ursache, er gibt uns dadurch zu verstehen, daß 
er unserem Willen zustimmt. Wenn man ehemals die Orakel über ein Vorhaben 
befragte, wollte man von ihnen jene freudige Entschlossenheit heimbringen; und 
jeder beantwortete einen Zweifel, wenn ihm mehrere mögliche Handlungen vor der 
Seele standen, so: »ich werde das tun, wobei jenes Gefühl sich einstellt.« Man 
entschied sich also nicht für das Vernünftigste, sondern für ein Vorhaben, bei 
dessen Bilde die Seele mutig und hoffnungsvoll wurde. Die gute Stimmung wurde 
als Argument in die Waagschale gelegt und überwog die Vernünftigkeit: deshalb, 
weil die Stimmung abergläubisch ausgelegt wurde, als Wirkung eines Gottes, der 
Gelingen verheißt und durch sie seine Vernunft als die höchste Vernünftigkeit 
reden läßt. Nun erwäge man die Folgen eines solchen Vorurteils, wenn kluge und 
machtdurstige Männer sich seiner bedienten – und bedienen! »Stimmung machen!« 
– damit kann man alle Gründe ersetzen und alle Gegengründe besiegen! 
 
The imperative with which Nietzsche ends this passage is no doubt facetiously inflected; it is 
intended both as a warning against the nationalistic mood that marked the post-unification 
dominance by Prussia, as well as the hubristic self-assurance of a rational intellectual caste. 
Whether enacted by gods or humans, Nietzsche argues that what underlies ‘rational acts’ is 
ultimately the ‘irrationality’ of a mood. His exhumation of the underlying good mood beneath 
rational action identifies an overlooked aspect of Stimmung, one that detracts from the enlightened 
appeal to abstract reasoning that would oppose such irrationality by exposing this illusory 
substratum as though the other side would simply need to see their errors in order to correct them.28 
 
27 Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), §28. 
28 Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, trans. Michael Eldred (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1987), 16–19. This is one of Sloterdijk’s main points concerning ideology critique, namely that the objects of study 
are treated as though they were cadavers undergoing an autopsy rather than living, breathing and speaking human 
beings: “Ideology critique, having become respectable, imitates surgical procedure: Cut open the patient with the 
critical scalpel and operate under impeccably sterile conditions. The opponent is cut open in front of everyone, until 
the mechanism of his error is laid out bare. The outer skin of delusion and the nerve endings of ‘actual’ motives are 
hygienically separated and prepared. From then on, enlightenment is not satisfied, of course, but it is better armed in 
its insistence on its own claims for the distant future. Ideology critique is now interested not in winning over the 
vivisected opponent but in focusing on the ‘corpse,’ the critical extract of its ideas, which lie in the libraries of 
enlighteners and in which one can easily read about their grave falsity.” 
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Nietzsche’s passage on Stimmung also importantly returns the question of agency into the 
understanding of the concept that, as Wellbery argues, had gone missing around the time Kant 
began to use it. Nietzsche brings into play the operating subject who was no longer necessary for 
Kant’s understanding of Stimmung but who was, at least implicitly, present in Herder’s assessment 
of myth and its relationship to the place and community of a Volk. For Kant, Stimmung as tuning 
or attunement was something that occurred autonomously of the will: we do not choose to be struck 
by beauty, but simply are struck by it. Instead, Nietzsche reintroduces the subject that Kant 
dismisses – the piano tuner, for example – who is capable of acting upon Stimmungen, or even of 
creating them.29 In this way, we can consider the authors discussed below as such agents of 
Stimmung, as operators or tuners who, in Nietzsche’s words, ‘make’ moods and, in doing so, 
confront or exercise power. They implicitly recognize the prophetic power words and images bring 
to bear on a lived reality and, crucially, the inverse of this dynamic. By recognizing that the edifices 
of power are built upon foundations that can be described as varying aspects of Stimmung, each of 
the authors discussed below turn their critique to these ephemeral spaces: Frisch will quite literally 
reconsider structural edifices in relation to the political and societal goals of postwar Switzerland; 
Canetti attunes his ear to the wash of voices and breaths from which competing political opinions 
and worldviews eventually emerge; and Jelinek reveals the violent undercurrents beneath the feel-
good myths propagated by an ‘enlightened’ culture via musical conservatories, poetic conventions 
and pop culture media.  
 
29 Wellbery, ‘Stimmung’, 12. In tracing the shift of Stimmung from a musical concept in which multiple elements 
‘agree’ or are in attunement with one another according to objective regulations to an aesthetic concept in Kant’s 
writings on Judgment, Wellbery notes that what is lost precisely this ‘operator.’ He essentially pulls Stimmung away 
“from practice and from operations conducted according to regulatory principles,” describing it instead as an 
autonomous procedure: it is now the ‘representation’ that tunes the soul of the subjective individual, a representation 
that is not described as an ‘acting subject.’ It is this aspect that Nietzsche appears to revive in his short passage, though 
no doubt moving away from aesthetics alone and bringing Stimmung back into its wider field of meaning.  
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Whether or not Nietzsche uses Stimmung merely as its connotation of ‘mood’ in the above 
passage does not really matter. The term always carries along with it the totality of its multiple 
connotations. Denotation, by which I mean the reliance on only one of Stimmung’s meanings, is 
merely a matter of emphasis of one of many possibilities; the others can never really be gotten rid 
of. This is already quite implicit in Nietzsche’s understanding of the relation between ‘mood’ and 
power, which underlies his imperative, Stimmungen machen! He includes within it not simply the 
creation of moods in the affective sense alone but, assuming at least in part that Nietzsche still has 
in mind his recent break with Richard Wagner, the atmosphere created in its physical and cultural 
senses, which he would have experienced at the composer’s festival at Bayreuth.30 To make 
Stimmungen, which we already find in the Treibhaus in which, according to Herder, humans are 
all nurslings, is then itself an active form of Bildung, the formation or cultivation – an education – 
of individuals and collectives. 
The very existence of Nietzsche’s passage on Stimmung strongly implies that this 
relationship between Stimmung and power had been forgotten. Such a forgetfulness had led to 
misguided attempts of critique that had largely left an essential aspect of power untouched. This 
critique of critique – and of knowledge more generally – found particular traction in the period on 
which this dissertation focuses and is notably addressed by Peter Sloterdijk in his book Critique of 
Cynical Reason (1983). Sloterdijk’s attack on the growing distance between discourse and the life 
it ostensibly talks about (and not with) created fertile ground for the type of cynical atmosphere of 
the postwar in which Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek were (and are) writing in. Published exactly two 
 
30 In reference to Wagner here we can consider the Bayreuth festival itself as a sort of Treibhaus that sought to establish 
a cultural atmosphere that would define the German Volk. The role of myth in these performances is not to be 
understated and, again, I think it’s not too far a leap to consider Nietzsche’s aphorism on Stimmung as at least in part 
directly related to Wagner’s power. As such we already see within Stimmung the correlation of atmosphere, music, 
narrative and myth, as well as the dangers and potential opportunities it poses.  
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hundred years after Kant’s first critique, Sloterdijk laments the “self-abdication of critique” and 
its being overpowered by a “sour temperament.”31 He describes this temperament in terms of 
Stimmung, “a twilight mood, good for owls and philosophy [eine Stimmung der Dämmerung, gut 
für Käuze und Philosophie]” that consists of “a mixture of cynicism, sexism, ‘matter-of-factness,’ 
and psychologism [ein Gemisch aus Zynismus, Sexismus, “Sachlichkeit” und Psychologismus].”32 
Though long in the making, what Sloterdijk argued remained after the dissipation of the liberatory 
hopes of the 1960s was an acute “enlightened false consciousness;” by this he means that the 
lessons of the enlightenment had been learned, but that the enlightened subject either impotently 
struggled to put what it had learned into practice, or worse, simply did not care to. “Critique, in 
any sense of the word,” he writes, “is experiencing gloomy days. Once again a period of 
pseudocritique has begun, in which critical stances are subordinated to professional roles. 
Criticism with limited liability, petty enlightenment as a factor in success.”33 At the risk of 
oversimplifying, the problem as Sloterdijk saw it in 1983 was a lingering need for a philosophy 
“that does not screw our brains from our heads with its ‘old bony hand.’”34  
As each of the following chapters will show, the authors I’ll read here were by no means 
immune to such cynicism. Speaking to an audience in 1985, for example, Frisch confessed his 
belief “that the enlightenment, that Western venture of the moderns, has failed far and wide [dass 
die Aufklärung, das abendländische Wagnis der Moderne, weitherum gescheitert ist].”35 The 
problem, as he saw it, was that the critical consciousness of an enlightened and educated public 
 
31 Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, xxxii. 
32 Sloterdijk, xxxviii. 
33 Sloterdijk, xxxvi. 
34 Sloterdijk, xxxviii. 




was no longer present because it could not offer that which had become most valued in Western 
society: comfort.36 Reason had become equated with profitability and a corresponding material 
comfort (“vernünftig ist, was rentiert”), and being ‘aware’ would only lead to the uneasy 
confrontation of the actual, and often very human costs of Western comfort maintained by 
insulation and air-conditioning.37 With this also comes the unwanted imposition of bearing the 
responsibility for those costs.  
About a decade before Frisch’s pronouncement, Elias Canetti similarly condemned what 
he considered the soullessness of the West that rehearsed its own destruction while “people who 
calculate the chances of destruction, make a profession out of that, and thereby get fatter and 
fatter.”38 Life had been subjugated to the “overall goal of production, which heedlessly multiplies 
the means of its self-destruction while simultaneously attempting to stifle whatever earlier human 
qualities are still extant.”39 Canetti’s memoirs and his first novel Die Blendung (1935) can attest 
that this situation had been long in the making. The philosophical and critical tools of the interwar 
years were proving to be useless in the hands of a society more enchanted with its seductive jargons 
and references to myth than it was by its actual critical application. Any anxiety that might be felt 
in Canetti’s otherwise calm literary style, arises out of the frustration that the mistakes of the 
interwar period were being repeated, seemingly ad nauseum. Jelinek, finally, spent much of the 
1980s and 1990s outspokenly engaged in the public polemics concerning the revelations of the 
Nazi involvement of ex-UN Secretary General, and then-current Austrian President, Kurt 
Waldheim, as well as Jörg Haider’s chairmanship of the right-wing Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs 
 
36 Frisch, 119. 
37 Frisch, 119. 
38 Elias Canetti, The Conscience of Words, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (London: André Deutsch, 1986), 157. 
39 Canetti, 161–62. 
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(FPÖ). Such revelations were not isolated to these two cases and in many ways were the symbolic 
source of the sort of cynicism of 68ers like Jelinek and Sloterdijk especially. For her part, in 
addition to launching a literary polemic against the far right and a lingering Nazi past in Austrian 
life, Jelinek was simultaneously forced to ward off attacks by fellows on the left side of the political 
spectrum who focused their interests more on her wardrobe than her anti-misogyny, condemning 
what they considered her brand of “Cashmere Communism.”40 
The solution that Sloterdijk proposes to combat such a cynical pseudocritique lies in 
returning to the original cynical figure, Diogenes of Sinope. Using the Greek term kynic (derived 
from “dog” or kynos and therefore meaning dog-like), Sloterdijk proposes a return to the cheeky 
or frech irreverence shown by Diogenes for the norms of the polis. What took the form of pissing 
into the wind and masturbating in public before retiring for the night to a barrel outside the walls 
of ancient Athens, is now to be revived in satirical and mocking forms that tear the elevated minds 
of society back to their embodied realities. Stimmung returns here once again with a heavy 
Nietzschean intonation. Not only does it address the cynical mood or atmosphere of the post-1968 
era that culminated in the elections of Ronald Regan, Margaret Thatcher and Kurt Waldheim, but 
it makes an explicit attempt to insist that thought remain among the reality of bodily fluids, odors 
and such. By doing so, it could viably confront the sterile seriousness that began to cement itself 
throughout the world. 
While Frisch and Canetti do not approach Sloterdijk’s proposed counterstrategy of 
adopting a playfully kynical attitude in the way that is perhaps more obvious in Jelinek’s 
irreverently violent and explicitly sexual texts, they all share in an aesthetic that elevates the body’s 
 
40 See Elfriede Jelinek and Gitta Honegger, ‘I Am a Trümmerfrau of Language’, Theater 36, no. 2 (1 May 2006): 26. 
Jelinek refers here both to Henryk Broder and Stefan Matuschek who is responsible for the ‘Cashmere Communist,’ 
epithet in an article about Jelinek in Der Spiegel following her Nobel Prize.  
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sensory participation with its environment. This is where, in the face of such cynicism, the hopeful 
aspect of their work appears to lie. One of the central concerns of this dissertation, however, is to 
make clear that the stakes of such a literary project are not merely aesthetic in the traditional sense. 
That being said, although they no doubt share some important affinities with it, the literary 
motivations of these writers do not attempt to align themselves with familiar mid-century notions 
of an engaged literature.41 
Instead, even if there is a rather overtly political aspect to their work, the primary force of 
the texts I use as examples will reveal itself to be one that emphasizes a particular atmosphere, or 
mood that attunes the reader to a critical awareness of how these atmospheres are constructed. Put 
in the terms of New Phenomenology that was emerging during the 1960s, a confrontation with 
Stimmung as it appears in these texts throws open a point of access to a “spontaneous life 
experience,” which refers to “anything that happens to humans in a felt manner without their 
having intentionally constructed it.”42 For Hermann Schmitz, who builds on a number of 
 
41 I have in mind here the mid-century debate between a number of prominent European thinkers concerning 
engagement or commitment. Jean-Paul Sartre’s argument from his well-known 1947 essay “Qu’est-ce que la 
littérature?” which articulated literature’s need for explicit political engagement. His argument rests on the idea that 
prose is more socially bonded to the world than the language of poetry, which attempts to tear language from its social 
moorings. For Sartre prosaic literature is burdened with a special social, and therefore political responsibility in that 
it engages directly with the meaning making material of everyday life. However, the way in which he envisions this 
responsibility in the end relies too heavily on the individual author as an authoritative and pedantic figure, even if her 
or his aim remains liberatory in nature. On the other hand, Theodor W. Adorno’s well-known rebuttal of Sartre on this 
point does not fully offer a satisfactory model for the engagement of authors discussed here either, even if similarities 
do exist as well. His emphasis on the autonomy of art, and the insistence that the overt link between art and politics 
be severed, risks remaining on the side of ambiguity that often marked the problematic political trajectories of 
Expressionism in the first quarter of the century. Citing authors like Kafka and Beckett, Adorno argued that art’s 
commitment to the political was implicit in their making bare the agony of the modern condition. This revelation 
would, he argued, reveal a utopian moment that would appeal to the senses of the reader-observer who would then 
translate these sensations into a critical consciousness. 
42 Schmitz, New phenomenology, 43. Schmitz stands as the found of what has described as a Neue Phänomenologie, 
which he began to outline in the 1960s in what would become a major multi-volume work spanning many decades. 
Of main importance to Schmitz, and what distinguishes him from the tradition from which he emerged established by 
Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, is the nuanced importance he gives to the Leib as opposed to the Körper. 
Unlike the Körper, or body, which exists as an objectified entity, a palpable object available to the eyes and hands, 
the Leib is a sensuous “epicenter,” a body that resonates prior to any objectification. 
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philosophers before him, only this point of departure “can point the way out of dangerous 
limitations and entanglements of the human understanding of self and world, and, in consequence, 
aid in finding a better way of living.”43 It is in this way as Schmitz puts it that I wish to characterize 
the critical and social engagement of the authors examined here: as an engagement through a felt 
aesthetic experience that ultimately leads to the disclosure of individual and collective relations to 
Stimmungen – to the atmospheres, moods, and voices that determine (bestimmen) our relations to 
the world and environments in which we find ourselves. 
 
Stimmung’s Contemporary Relevance 
 
As I’ve been demonstrating, the appeal to Stimmung as an analytic draws on a rich conceptual life 
and history of the term that poses as many problems as it does opportunities. Its connotations of 
atmosphere, mood, milieu, attunement, disposition, harmony, as well as the nominalization of the 
verb stimmen (to voice) – now used to speak of voting – allows the term to traverse a wide array 
of disciplinary and methodological boundaries. Yet it is this ambiguity that lends it its valuable 
insights to the relationships between the physical and symbolic structures in which life takes place 
and the bodies that live, breathe and speak there. As Gumbrecht has similarly argued, the term 
opens up new ways to speaking about cultures in which our thoughts, tastes and reactions are 
conditioned.44  
 
43 Schmitz, 43. 
44 See Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Nach 1945: Latenz Als Ursprung Der Gegenwart (Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2012); 
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, In 1926: Living at the Edge of Time (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1997); 
Gumbrecht, Stimmungen lesen über eine verdeckte Wirklichkeit der Literatur. In these works, Gumbrecht pays close 
attention to the moods and atmospheres of a particular moments, places and especially those that are re-presented in 
works of art, whether literary texts or musical recordings. Of particular importance to Gumbrecht is the ‘third way’ 
that this orientation toward Stimmungen opens up between the two pillars of contemporary literary studies, namely, 
Culture Studies on the one hand and Deconstruction on the other. 
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The cultural atmosphere in which Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek were writing in the years 
between 1950 and 1989 appear to be particularly relevant to our contemporary moment. The initial 
and careful hopes for a democratic-socialist future that followed National Socialism, and which 
could be heard echoing in the early postwar writings of both Frisch and Canetti, dwindled despite 
a growing critical consciousness on the European and North American continents. This period, 
which saw the gradual abandonment of denazification in Germany and Austria under the glow of 
a growing economic miracle, was further marked by an urgent search for a re-establishment of a 
harmony that could assuage deepening Cold War anxieties between a (neo)liberal West and Soviet 
East. Some of the more colorful of these quests included the psychedelic experiments of Timothy 
Leary and the various New Religious movements that emerged alongside a nascent 
environmentalism. All of these modes of escape, reaction or preservation sought an alternative to 
the growing threat of nuclear war, the rapid spread of technology and algorithmic thinking, as well 
as the universalization of Western ideals through the media and establishment of international 
economic communities. The relationship between this search for an alternative way of life and 
Stimmung can be gleaned from works ranging from Leo Spitzer’s philological work Prolegomena 
to an Interpretation of the Word “Stimmung” (1963) to the vocal composition Stimmung (1968) 
by the aforementioned Karlheinz Stockhausen. Both of these works respectively traced the 
deterioration of a cosmic harmony idealized in the spherical form from ancient times to the present, 
and the presence of an underlying community of individual voices and their tonal harmonies. What 
they have in common is that they reveal a counterpoint to what Herbert Marcuse termed one-
 
 31 
dimensionality in the spirit of both sound and space that might overcome the flat and quiet 
cynicism of which Sloterdijk accused his age.45  
However, rather than appeal to a pre-modern imagination of community or the 
establishment of movements that promise cosmic harmony, a way toward the recuperation of this 
Stimmung as it is implied in the texts examined here can be identified in the keynotes of dwelling 
(unhousedness), breathing (breathlessness) and obscenity (silence). What this means for the 
authors examined in this dissertation is that Stimmung is not to be sought in a metaphysical 
dimension alone, nor in fleeing from the reality of modernity per se; nor does disenchantment itself 
constitute an essential and irredeemable lack, something that has irrevocably been lost for moderns 
and postmoderns alike. Rather, it is an immanent problem of perception, of being able to perceive 
that which is only nominally lost, and, importantly, the spaces that structure our perception. 
The various depictions of, and approaches to Stimmung that concerned Frisch, Canetti and 
Jelinek between the years 1950 and 1989 offer a particularly relevant point of comparison and 
potential elucidation of our current predicament: the global pandemic caused by the airborne 
COVID-19, as well as the specifically American pandemic of racial injustice, which has 
heightened the concern for human rights, have both revealed the urgency of thinking deeply about 
the reality of the collective nature of breathing and myth’s potency in affectively attuning political 
action and ideological belief. The demands coming from conservative factions of the population 
to do away with compulsory face masks in order to stem the spread of the corona virus, the painted 
protest signs echoing the last words (“I can’t breathe”) uttered by more than one Black American, 
 
45 For a more contemporary study on the importance of spheres in this context, see Sloterdijk’s multivolume 
‘Spherological’ study: Peter Sloterdijk, Bubbles: Spheres Volume I: Microspherology, trans. Wieland Hoban, vol. 1, 
3 vols (Los Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), 2011); Peter Sloterdijk, Globes: Spheres Volume II: Macrospherology, trans. 
Wieland Hoban, vol. 2, 3 vols (Los Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), 2014); Peter Sloterdijk, Foams: Spheres Volume III: 
Plural Spherology, trans. Wieland Hoban, vol. 3, 3 vols (Los Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), 2016). 
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and the concerns about voting (stimmen) and fears of disenfranchisement resulting from quarantine 
restrictions, makes the subject of atmospheres and voices that speak within them not just relevant 
but urgent. That there exists a collective Stimmung that is not only influenced but dictated by 
various institutions which decide how the shared space of breathing is allotted, not only in a 
physical sense but in a symbolic one, is undeniable. Stimmung, as Nietzsche saw it almost a century 
and a half ago, is clearly at work in the anxieties concerning breathing, the myths of an existent 
fifth column, and even the last US administration’s dictate that all federal buildings adhere to a 
neo-classical style rather than employing modern architectural forms and techniques.46 It is, to 
reiterate, in this sphere of Stimmung, of mood and attunement, of voicing and voting, that power 
is most immediately at work. As such, it seems worth examining this dimension of experience in 
order to help bring it further into a critical lexicon and practice that might supplement more rational 
and technocratic approaches. As Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek will demonstrate, this involves a 
rethinking of the limits of critical praxis and their extension through a mythopoesis in such a way 
that evokes not just the knowledge, but the felt reality of Stimmungen in which power is already 
hard at work.  
 As I have shown, the lexical complexity of Stimmung alone offers a resistance to any 
conceptual compression. It is therefore well-suited to investigate those aspects of experience that 
similarly resist the sort of reductionism that this dissertation explores, and which the writers 
discussed here seek to make explicit. In what follows, then, the totality of Stimmung’s connotations 
are to be allowed to exist simultaneously at all times, even when only one of these meanings is 
ostensibly being treated. Instead of reading each text as though through a single lens, I stress that 
 
46 Chicago Sun Times Editorial Board, ‘Make Federal Buildings “Beautiful Again?” Trump Declares War on Modern 




employing Stimmung as my analytic is much more a matter of emphasis, allowing one connotation 
to take center stage while the others continue to work visibly or invisibly in the periphery. In this 
way, I emphasize the manner in which voice, atmosphere, mood, disposition, milieu, as well as 
the term’s more polyvocal or intersubjective connotations such as harmony and attunement relate 
together as a complex and synchronous network that as a whole often appears intractable to critical 
methodologies. 
The chapters that follow explore how these writers expose a pre-theoretical atmospheric 
reality in which power is already at work, as much as they are driven by a Nietzschean impulse to 
make Stimmungen themselves. In this sense, these writers are doing two things at once: not only 
do they attempt to reveal to the reader the atmospheres in which they find themselves by making 
the reader sense them, but at the same time they create a Stimmung of their own. It is in this way 
that they share a resemblance to the essential spirit of myth and mythmaking. Frisch startles us out 
of our comfort in spaces of intelligibility by using dialectal architectural structures and words. 
Canetti grabs the century “by the throat [das Jahrhundert an der Kehle packen]”47 in order to 
remind us to what extent we depend on the air we breathe. And Jelinek confronts her readers with 
the absurdity and senselessness of the violence so many experience under our current structures, 
institutions and cultural languages. In all three cases these authors emphasize our emplacement in 
a space pervaded by voice and breath. They insist that readers disabuse themselves of their 
voyeuristic relationship to the world by erasing this distance required by the visual perspective. 
Instead, a realization of the reader’s own immersive involvement in the scene they perceive is 
achieved. In this way, the texts discussed below offer a critique of the general inability to 
consciously sense atmospheres while at the same time reveal how these atmospheres relate to 
 
47 Elias Canetti, The Human Province, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), 185. 
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power. If power insinuates itself concretely through the atmospheres in which people move and 
are exposed to certain sounds and voices, as well as through the moods and affects it creates 
through myth, then it is in these ways, too, that the authors of this study see a confrontation with 
power taking place. By implicitly reframing literature as a mythopoesis of Stimmung, Frisch, 
Canetti and Jelinek not only identify an alternative way to critically engage the oppressive forces 
of the postwar era but put into question the extent to which critique and literature are complicit in 





This is the atmosphere [Luft] in which we are now permitted to 
create: there is no feeling of expectation, we are tied to the 
apron strings of an excessive historical piety, beset by the 
unquestioning self-surrender of our own generation . . . Culture 
[Bildung] as a perverse devotion to the past. 
 
In dieser Luft dürfen wir nun schaffen, von keiner Erwartung 
begleitet, bemuttert von historischer Pietät, die alles Maß 
übersteigt, umgeben von der fraglosen Selbstpreisgabe unsres 
Geschlechtes . . . Bildung als Perversion ins Museale. 
 















Beginning with a focus the postwar concern for dwelling and its relation to atmosphere and voice, 
this chapter situates itself on the background of a sea-change that saw a shift from the temporal 
concerns of nineteenth and early twentieth-century modernism to a discourse focused on space and 
place that took root at around the middle of the last century. Although well underway prior to the 
second World War, the growing concern for space and dwelling found itself in a heightened state 
after being faced with the rubble that had been left behind it. Coming out of an experience with an 
idolatry of Heimat and the stark instrumentalization of reason that led to the enclosure of millions 
within concentration camps, figures like Gaston Bachelard, Hannah Arendt, Martin Heidegger, 
and Theodor W. Adorno inquired into the essence of ‘home,’ the poetic and ideological function 
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of architecture, and the potential for local forms and expression to resist the forward march of a 
universal civilization.1 
 To these debates that sought to carve out a critical vision for the concrete and ontological 
structures in which postwar Europeans were to dwell, architect and writer Max Frisch contributed 
no less than three polemical interventions in the early 1950s. Although these writings and one 
radio play are generally focused on the situation of building in a more or less unscathed 
Switzerland, they nevertheless appeared as part of a wider dialogue with philosophers and 
architects reacting to the recent past, while attempting to avoid repeating the same mistakes. Like 
others throughout Europe and the United States, Frisch sought to confront what he importantly 
characterized as an atmosphere or air (Luft) of uncertainty and, in particular, a culture or Bildung 
that was perversely devoted to the past. What the epigraph above appears to suggest is that for 
Frisch, overcoming the stifling of a critical consciousness vis-à-vis the spaces in which the Swiss 
and Europeans dwelled was, in more ways than one, a matter of clearing a bad air, eine schlechte 
Luft. 
The atmospheric sensibility that emerges from Frisch’s architectural writings in the 1950s 
has, however, been largely left aside. Once he devoted himself entirely to literature following the 
success of his first novel Stiller in 1954, thereby ending an almost two-decade long career as an 
architect, his engagement with building and the professional discourse surrounding it was 
overshadowed by his subsequent career as a writer of the existentialist type, as well as his public 
 
1 In her book Cultural Turns (2016), Doris Bachmann-Medick points out that this ‘spatial turn’ was slow to take root 
among German academics, citing “the negative repercussions of National Socialism [that] radically disrupted spatial 
thinking and any attempt to connect history to geography,” despite the fact that Georg Simmel and Walter Benjamin 
figured as two influential prewar spatial thinkers that could have been drawn upon (213). It would make sense then 
that space was treated somewhat pejoratively by Adorno and romantically by Heidegger within the postwar German-
context, while in France, Bachelard and, a bit later, Foucault were more receptive to moving in this direction. This in 
turn created somewhat of a lag that often equates the ‘spatial turn’ with the postmodernism of the 1980s.  
 
 37 
role as an outspoken social critic. This identity as a writer was further distanced from his 
architectural past by the widespread conception of it having been forged through a number of brief 
but important encounters with Bertolt Brecht in 1948. These encounters, which occurred while 
Brecht was living in Switzerland before returning to Germany following his U.S. exile, are 
recorded in Frisch’s Tagebuch 1946-1949 and have oriented scholarly focus on Frisch’s adaption 
of Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt (alienation effect) as well as the beginnings of a political coming 
of age that saw a “vague and humanistic socialism” develop into a more concrete understanding 
of Marxism.2 
But a photograph of the two writers standing on the diving board of the Bad Letzigraben 
helps to shift the register of this encounter. While this image has served as witness to a sort of 
ideological origin story for Frisch as a writer and critic, the site of the encounter, as well as the 
clothespins on the cuffs of Frisch’s pants to make his bicycle commute to the Zurich 
Schauspielhaus a little easier, urges a consideration of just to what extent Frisch’s literary efforts 
were in fact firmly rooted in the Bauplatz, or construction site. This chapter follows this thread by 
considering both Frisch’s activities as an architect and writer as taking place on such Bauplätze. 
As a practitioner of both, Frisch’s work speaks to a growing resonance between philosophical and 
architectural forays into the nature of space and dwelling as a site of critique in the postwar era; it 
also speaks to the literary and linguistic possibilities for self-expression that involve the broader 
concerns of the clash between the ideals of universal civilization and local cultures. Turning the 
Verfremdungseffekt adopted from Brecht toward the explication of the bad atmospheres of postwar 
Europe, Frisch ultimately reveals the way in which uncritical historical piety on the one hand, and 
an idolatry of universal technique on the other, is reflected and maintained not only in the physical 
 
2 See Arnold, Gespräche Mit Schriftstellern, 25–27. “Bei Brecht wurde [Marxismus] mir plötzlich sehr viel konkreter, 
anschaulicher und humaner.” 
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structures in which we dwell, but in the linguistic and perceptual structures of literary narrative. In 
this sense, Frisch bears witness to an encounter that manifested itself in an often-tendentious return 
to vernacular forms of the midcentury, both in architecture and in literature.  
Within the context of the architectural and philosophical concern for the state of being 
Unbehaused (unhoused), Frisch’s writings from roughly 1954 to 1979 reflect a growing literary 
and linguistic attention to the question of dwelling. Implicitly drawing on a long ‘counter-
enlightenment’ tradition that spans from Herder to Heidegger, Frisch’s work offers an implicitly 
stated literary corollary to contemporaneous critical movements in architecture which were turning 
their attention toward the relationship between environmental and cultural Stimmungen (moods or 
atmospheres) in which Bildungen (cultures) and Gebilde (structures) were emerging. These 
include those approaches that attacked the inorganic functionalism of modernism in favor of giving 
voice to local vernaculars. As a writer, however, Frisch’s literary work offers a particular 
sensitivity toward Stimmung’s root, Stimme or voice, raising a set of questions about the linguistic 
forms that similarly structure Bildung. In what follows I consider how Frisch conceived of 
literature not only as a signifying practice, insofar as it deals with signs, but as a spatial signifying 
practice that attends to such Stimmungen in a way to address the critical questions of the postwar 
era that concerned Örtlichkeit or locality in a new age of globalization. 
 
Frisch’s Architectural Interventions in the 1950s 
 
Frisch’s position within the debates concerning architecture in the immediate postwar era is 
characterized by a somewhat ambiguous attention to the relationship between Luft (air, 
atmosphere) in which cities and structures are built, and a culture or Bildung that both sets the 
conditions for their possibilities and is conditioned by them. Between 1953 and 1955, only few 
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years after the publication of his Tagebuch in which the entwinement between Luft and Bildung is 
first mentioned, Frisch publishes a number of texts that expound on this relationship. He thereby 
lends his voice to the growing unease among architects and intellectuals concerning architecture 
and city planning. The attacks launched during this time were largely aimed at the clean, straight 
lines of the International Style, as well as the subsequent profit-driven re-development of postwar 
Europe and the use of prefabricated housing seen in many cities. Among many philosophers, the 
resistance to rationalism’s penetration of places of dwelling oriented itself primarily toward 
phenomenological and ontological concerns. Of interest to figures like Heidegger, Bachelard and 
even Ernst Bloch was a reorientation of architectural aims that dethroned the abstract 
rationalization of built spaces by architects and planners, in favor of emphasizing the dimension 
of individual human experience and an elucidation of the way in which architecture pervaded all 
aspects of life. 
Among the architectural voices within this debate, one of the more colorful refutations of 
the direction that postwar reconstruction was taking was Austrian artist and architect Friedensreich 
Hundertwasser’s 1958 manifesto, “Verschimmelungsmanifest gegen den Rationalismus in der 
Architektur [Mouldiness Manifesto Against Rationalism in Architecture].” Like others, 
Hundertwasser’s ire directed itself against what he considered the oppressive straight and 
normative line of modernity’s rational ideal. He deemed it godless and immoral for its prohibitive 
effect on the human being’s inherent creative impulse. The elevation of the line by modernists, he 
argued, coincided with the privileging of the same sort of technocratic thinking that placed the 
concern for dwelling and city planning exclusively in the hands of architects and planners. The 
result was a de-personalized concept of dwelling that fostered a mediocre culture populated with 
“die bequemheitslüsterne, gehirnlose Massenameise [the comfort-craving brainless intoxicated 
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and unformed masses]” whose style of life was for Hundertwasser far less preferable than that led 
in the slums of cities (die Elendsviertel). Here, at least according to Hundertwasser, it was 
primarily the body that perished and not the spirit, which could still be located in the organic 
overgrowth and decay of these quarters. 
Hundertwasser’s solution to combat what he saw as the cold symmetry of rationalism 
comes from its symbolic opposite, namely the domain of nature: mold was to serve as a vital 
antithesis to the lifeless “chaos of straight lines” wielded by the architect’s T-square and building 
laws alike. He argued in favor of a new organic and biomorphic paradigm that privileged 
idiosyncratic expressions of rounded corners and uneven planes that would emerge from such 
growth and decay. Encouraging mold to enter the home would not only bring about such a 
spontaneous rounding-off, but simultaneously infect straight and angular thinking with a moral 
and ethical consciousness capable of addressing organic needs and realities that had otherwise 
been neglected. Ultimately, he suggests in a somewhat reactionary tone that to “rescue functional 
architecture from its moral ruin,” it would be necessary that the glass walls and smooth concrete 
surfaces characteristic of the International Style be doused with a Zersetzungsprodukt 
(decomposition product) that would facilitate the growth of mold, moss and mildew.3 This would 
allow the living environment to eat its way into these structures and serve as a much-needed model 
for organic proliferation. 
 Far more sober and less reactionary in tone, Frisch’s interventions a few years before from 
1953 to 1955 share similar motivations with Hundertwasser’s desire to emphasize human needs 
above the theoretical whims of experts. Like the manifesto delivered by his Austrian counterpart, 
Frisch too saw a dangerous tendency toward the continuation of a stagnating human spirit reflected 
 




in the architecture of postwar Europe. That being said, he did not adopt what Fatima Naqvi has 
referred to as Hundertwasser’s “romantically tinged organicism” that in some ways hearkens back 
to the ideal of childhood and the outdated infatuation with a noble savagery that would find its 
way into some reactionary corners of postmodernism in subsequent decades.4 In fact, Frisch’s 
literary and architectural texts attest to a deep affinity for some of the main impulses underlying 
modernist architecture, namely those that sought the liberation from outdated ornamentation 
(which Alfred Loos considered ein Verbrechen and which Hundertwasser conversely attempted to 
redeem) and a serious belief in the liberative potentialities of technology. 
The entries in the Tagebuch concerning architecture as well as his architectural writings 
during this time demonstrate that Frisch was instead initially more concerned with the ‘historical 
piety’ of the Swiss to their medieval towns and villages than he was with the threat of 
prefabrication and rationalism. Such piety, he argued, ultimately created a disjuncture between the 
way in which contemporary Swiss society conceived of itself and the technological and ontological 
realities of modernity. In the essay “Cum grano salis: eine kleine Glosse zur schweizerischen 
Architektur,” which he initially delivered to the Association of Swiss Architects at Zurich in June 
1953 and later published as an article, Frisch points out the problematic ideological undercurrents 
of Swiss building practices. After returning to Zurich from a yearlong stay in the United States and 
Mexico under a Rockefeller grant, he took particular issue with the astonishing smallness of his 
hometown. Listing a series of otherwise positive descriptors to describe the city, including 
“[s]chmuck, gediegen, gründlich, gepflegt, geschmackvoll, sicher, sauber, gepützelt, makellos, 
seriös, sehr seriös [ornament, dapper, sound, kempt, tasteful, assured, clean, put-together, flawless, 
serious, very serious],” he bemoans the shortsightedness and submission to compromise that bound 
 
4 Fatima Naqvi, How We Learn Where We Live: Thomas Bernhard, Architecture, and Bildung (Evanston, Ill.: 
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society to the domain of immaturity, “als möchte die ganze Schweiz . . . ein Kindergarten sein [as 
though all of Switzerland wished to be a kindergarten].”5 Unlike the positive overtones of 
Hundertwasser’s appeal to an innocent relation to dwelling envisioned in a sort of return-to-nature, 
the childlike innocence invoked in Frisch’s assessment of Swiss building culture carries along with 
it a decidedly negative inflection. It recalls a Kantian charge of Unmündigkeit and cowardice, 
identifying a clear lack of courage or Mut to transgress traditional limits through critically 
informed practice. He observed that in the society to which he had returned, courage was taken to 
be little more than thinly veiled arrogance, for the air that architects breathed was of “einer 
Umgebung . . . der die Größe durchaus kein Bedürfnis ist, im Gegenteil, Größe ist unnötig und 
gefährdet nur die Idylle. [an environment in which largeness is absolutely not a necessity, on the 
contrary, largeness is unnecessary and only endangers the idyll].”6 While Hundertwasser primarily 
targeted the foray into abstraction, rationalism and universalism, Frisch’s concern here lay with a 
small-minded resistance to modernity’s forward march that ultimately prohibited the development 
of a progressive climate. 
Yet the alternative to this smallness found in the modernist style on the outskirts of Zurich’s 
center did little to assuage Frisch’s concern for the direction in which architecture was headed. 
The public housing project in Oerlikon and the new University Hospital designed by CIAM-
affiliated architects Max Ernst Haefeli, Werner Max Moser and Rudolf Steiger, continued to 
demonstrate for Frisch the sort of compromise that stifled the bold gestures he witnessed in New 
York’s skyscrapers that had so impressed him a few years earlier. Even in these new buildings, he 
argued, one could easily identify a conservatism marked by the reticence to break with tradition 
 
5 Max Frisch, ‘Cum grano salis’, in Gesammelte Werke in zeitlicher Folge, vol. III.I (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1976), 232. 
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and what he called a “Flucht ins Detail [flight into detail]” practiced by those who were still lacking 
the courage to build beyond the scope of traditional human proportions. Such attention to detail, 
as an attempt to fit in to the surrounding environment, betrayed a latent resistance to breaking with 
the past and engaging seriously with progressive technologies and new styles of life appropriate 
to the contemporary moment. Perhaps even worse, it was taken to be a sign of consolation for the 
“subtle destruction” of traditional culture at the hands of universal technique.7 
On the basis of these critiques, Frisch has recently been contextualized within a larger 
debate of the time concerning the growing chasm between modernism and the postwar interest in 
vernacular and regional architecture. Karin Gimmi places Frisch in the camp that rejected the 
postwar return to vernacular styles as part of what the German-born American architect and writer 
Peter Blake referred to as “a conscious revival of pseudo-peasant forms in domestic buildings.”8 
This revival, which the London Architectural Review had baptized the “New Empiricism,” stressed 
a romantic humanism it saw “implied in rambling roofs, in accidental compositions, in woodsiness 
and in submerging the architecture in the underbrush.”9 Blake, however, points out the inauthentic 
nature of such a movement (a critique Frisch seemed to share) when he emphasizes the 
anachronous nature of the peasant motif in a technological age. Blake openly questions why it is 
the case that “cypress and stone [be] more ‘human’ than steel and concrete,” and what explains the 
nearly identical aesthetic between New Empiricist architecture in Switzerland, Massachusetts and 
California.10 He ultimately derides the ‘new romanticists’ of Swiss architecture (as well as their 
 
7 Paul Ricoeur, ‘Universal Civilization and National Cultures’, in History and Truth, trans. Charles A. Kelbley 
(Evanston, Il.: Northwestern University Press, 1965), 276. 
8 Karin Gimmi, ‘From the Pool to Poetry: Max Frisch’s Voice in Postwar Architectural Discourse’, trans. Pamela 
Johnston, AA Files 61 (2010): 61; Peter Blake, ‘Review of GE Kidder Smith, Switzerland Builds: Its Native and 
Modern Architecture’, Magazine of Art, December 1951, 338. 
9 Blake, ‘Review of GE Kidder Smith, Switzerland Builds: Its Native and Modern Architecture’, 338. 
10 Blake, 338. 
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Scandinavian counterparts) of forgetting that they had in fact learned about prefabrication from 
Walter Gropius, the founder of Bauhaus at Weimar, and cantilevered floors from Le Corbusier and 
Frank Lloyd Wright. Blake reminds his readers that these were not techniques inherited from 
seventh-century St. Gall or medieval Luzern.11 
Despite participating in this critique of an anti-romantic sentiment identified with the 
nostalgic return to vernacular forms and styles characteristic of the “‘New Empiricist’ disease,” as 
Blake referred to it, Frisch was by no means uncritical of the modernist project. His unsympathetic 
portrayal of the titular character of his 1957 novel Homo Faber, a UNESCO technologist, is point 
of fact. With the critical portrayal of Walter Faber’s condescending views of nature, women, and 
colonial and neo-colonial subjects, as well as his overinvestment in rationalism and scientific 
thinking, Frisch, along with figures like Hannah Arendt who similarly dealt with homo faber, 
participated in a critique of the enlightenment’s idealization of human proportion and 
perspectivism.12 This criticism, directed as it is at an individual figure, is similarly evident in his 
assessment of the ways in which the lessons learned from modernist architecture were being put 
to use. In this sense, it might come as no surprise that Frisch was perhaps somewhat paradoxically 
sympathetic to the ‘flight into detail’ he earlier bemoaned, as it marked the most obvious space in 
which those who wished to liberate themselves from the demands of standardization that 
characterized Sovietism and Americanism alike could exercise freedom. In fact, Frisch himself 
has been accused of such a flight in his own public swimming pool design at Letzigraben: it not 
only avoided the grand gestures he sought elsewhere, which transgressed human proportions 
espoused by modernists and avant-gardists, but also made reference to a vernacular style in an 
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attempt to blend into the existing environment of the Albisrieden district of Zurich.13 The reasons 
Frisch included these details are not clear, and may very well be the result of government influence 
– the commission for the swimming pool did, after all, come from the city of Zurich. But reading 
his own texts against him, the freedom that was said to be found in these small details remained 
fundamentally illusory, and at best superficial. It instead remained precisely in that constrained 
space from which he was attempting to free himself, between a suspect quaintness of local 
expression on the one hand and universal standardization on the other. 
The juxtaposition of Hundertwasser’s and Frisch’s respective involvements in the 
architectural debates of the 1950s is meant to demonstrate the emergence of a kind of architectural 
‘populism’ that understood itself as a reaction against the technocratic rationalism of modernity 
and globalization at large. Though they differ in their initial targets and aims, the point at which 
the two architects converge – even if only implicitly – offers an important insight into the particular 
question of expression and responsibility in the struggle between an emergent universal 
civilization and so-called organic vernaculars of a given environment. Granted, Hundertwasser’s 
call for the destruction of rational architecture through the introduction of organic material and 
biomorphic forms may appear as presenting an antithesis to Frisch’s attack on the “historical piety” 
of Swiss building culture that celebrated ornamentation and irregularities, they nevertheless share 
a common motivation. They both challenge the delineations that separate architect, builder and 
dweller, the last of whom struggles to find expression through the forms they inhabit. What binds 
them, perhaps, is a reconciliation, even a harmony or Stimmung between these three ‘activities.’  
From their particular vantage points, both Hundertwasser and Frisch saw the codes that 
ruled over a building culture, from planning to construction to dwelling, as fostering a lack of 
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responsibility on the part of all involved. For his part, Hundertwasser insisted that to remedy this 
lack it would be necessary to dissolve the lines between architect, builder and inhabitant. Only 
through the reconciliation of these distinct figures into a single unity would a true architecture 
become possible in which human beings and their environment would once again live in harmony. 
This was also where a missing critical and ethical consciousness kicked in: were the individual to 
build its own dwelling, as their own tenant, this individual would be directly responsible for the 
structure it occupied. Not only would this figure express themselves in their dwelling, but when 
the walls began to crumble, when the material began to fail and the beams began to sag, it was 
then that “the tenant [would] deal more critically and more creatively with the housing he lives in 
and will bolster the walls and beams with his own hands if they seem too fragile to him.”14  
Frisch does not go so far as to envision a singular being who would bear the responsibility 
for planning and building, but he does revise the relationship that architects, planners and 
inhabitants have to their cities and places of dwelling and, therefore, each other. This relationship 
is the central concern of his radio play Der Laie und die Architektur of 1954, as well as the 
polemical tract achtung: die Schweiz that would follow it a few months later in early 1955. The 
radio play, a dialogue consisting of four voices that include the Layman, his Wife, the Architect 
and, briefly, the Oberbaurat (commissioner of buildings), opens with the question that asks, whose 
responsibility is it to design the city of the future? Echoing the main arguments of Cum grano salis 
from the year before, Frisch presents an understanding of city planning as “ein politisches Anliegen 
. . . der Polis [a political concern of the polis],” stressing the eventual political and ontological 
consequences of a collective building practice that eschewed the experimentations of modernity 
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in favor of traditional conservationism.15 He ultimately lays responsibility for the city of the future 
in the hands of those that are to live there, tasking them with the invention of “eine schöfperische 
Idee [a creative idea]” that had been stifled in the contemporary historical piety that refused to 
make such demands on its people. Without such an idea there would likewise be no “geistige 
Zielsetzung [spiritual objective], leading only to stagnation.”16 
 The demand for the articulation of a spiritual objective was finally addressed in achtung: 
die Schweiz, which Frisch wrote along with sociologist Lucius Burkhardt and historian Markus 
Kutter. This pamphlet would come to be one of the most widely read tracts concerning postwar 
architecture at the time and tore the debate about city planning from the hermetic circle of experts 
into the public virtually overnight.17 As a polemic, it took a stand against the next Schweizerische 
Landesaustellung that had been planned for 1964, a decade away and exactly a quarter of a century 
after the last “Landi” in 1939. The last exposition, which took place during the summer of that 
year and ended just days before Germany’s invasion of Poland, served as a concrete manifestation 
of the nation’s geistige Landesverteidigung, or the spiritual defense, that “provided . . . a binding 
image [Verpflichtendes Bild] of [the] confederacy’s first hundred years” that reflected the Swiss 
in opposition to their fascist neighbors to the north and to the south. While not entirely unpalatable 
at the time, since the binding images presented at the exposition celebrated a threatened liberal 
democracy at the geographical center of Europe, the proposition of their extension into the postwar 
era rendered those same images not only useless but dangerous. Instead of recreating either an 
outdated image or a static reflection of what is or was, achtung: die Schweiz instead proposed the 
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construction of a new city for the future to be built according to the needs of those who were to 
inhabit it. The proposition was to abandon a defensive atmosphere carried over from the war in 
favor of a creative atmosphere, or Stimmung, that would orient itself toward the future. Though 
many, including Frisch himself, took up the task of furthering the discussion of what such a city 
would look like, the project ultimately fizzled and never took shape. The Landesaustellung of 1964 
took place as planned.  
 
Klima, Narrative and Expression 
 
While on the surface Der Laie und die Architektur and achtung: die Schweiz primarily intervened 
in postwar architectural debates, they end up implicating a much wider aesthetic concern. This 
begins to make itself evident when we consider that the former aired as a radio play on the 
Hessischen Rundfunk, as well as acthung: die Schweiz’s discussion of the narrative function of 
‘binding images’ through which cultural spirit or identity is reflected onto the people it concerns. 
In terms of narrative we find that the critique of Swiss architecture made in Cum grano salis 
includes literature as a site for the construction of the sort of creative Stimmung or mood he seeks 
to articulate. The discussion of Swiss building culture’s lack of a “Ziel in die Zukunft [aim toward 
the future]” and its “Heimweh nach dem Vorgestern [home-sickness for the past]” briefly turns to 
the literature of the day where he locates an analogous wistfulness to the one seen in architectural 
ornamentation. Writers such as Albin Zollinger, presumably, are here characterized as kidnappers 
who abduct their readers to a “ländliche Idylle [bucolic idyll]” that appeared as the last “Reduit” 
of interiority – an allusion to General Henri Guisan’s policy of defense during the previous war 
that would have had the army retreat into the Alps should they be attacked.18 Such regression to 
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idyllic metaphors and lyricism that were increasingly at a distance from everyday contemporary 
life reflected in Frisch’s view “eine gewisse Wehmütigkeit, daß das 19. Jahrhundert immer weiter 
zurückliegt [a certain wistfulness that the 19th century remains ever further in the past],” a feeling 
that Frisch saw analogously mirrored in the “Flucht ins Detail” of vernacular architecture found in 
an around postwar Zurich and elsewhere in Europe.19 
 Frisch’s discussion of a relationship between place and literature, and especially a certain 
wistfulness, inevitably conjures up Martin Heidegger’s 1951 essay Bauen Wohnen Denken that 
appeared almost contemporaneously to Frisch’s own writings on architecture. In this particular 
essay, the famously bucolic philosopher from the Schwartzwald lays bare modernity’s relationship 
to place and dwelling as well as its inextricable bind to language and its use. He expresses the 
desire for a ‘re-emplacement’ of Being from which moderns had become alienated, a condition 
which he appropriately refers to as Unheimlichkeit. Such an emplacement ultimately relies on 
dismantling the calculative modality of thought and its corresponding relationship that human 
beings have to language. Insofar as humans conceive of themselves in the image of homo faber, 
for whom language is merely a means toward expression, they inevitably cast themselves as the 
masters of language, a tool capable of revealing an otherwise inaccessible interiority. Heidegger 
counters this exploitative attitude by instead insisting that language “in fact . . . remains the master 
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of man [sie doch die Herrin des Menschen bleibt]” and constitutes what he would elsewhere call 
the “house of Being,” that which brings things and the world into appearance.20 
As becomes evident from both Heidegger’s and Frisch’s discussions of dwelling, the 
understanding of language as a tool essentially corresponds with a spatial conception within the 
Western tradition. Of particular concern here is an understanding of space as an abstraction rather 
than a place in which meaningful resonances occurred. Against such abstractions represented here 
by the Latin terms spatio and extensio, Heidegger appeals to the German word Raum (place), 
concluding that the Unheimlichkeit experienced within modernity can only be assuaged by 
dwelling within clearly articulated place-forms. Linguistically, Heidegger puts a rather heavy 
phenomenological weight on comparatively ‘placed’ languages that, in his view, express a certain 
proximity to the world and realm of Being that is otherwise absent in abstract language. In terms 
of how this relates to literature, we need only to look to his writings in the years immediately 
following the war, during which he spent considerable time discussing the Alemannic writings of 
the Basel-born writer Johann Peter Hebel. Known for his poetry and short stories in dialect about 
rural life of southern Germany and Switzerland, Hebel (along with Swabian poet Hölderlin) 
represented for Heidegger the ideal Hausfreund. As a ‘friend of the house,’ Hebel served as poetic 
witness to the life of those who dwell on earth as they actually live it. For Heidegger, Hebel’s use 
of dialect or Mundart, whether direct or apparent within the rhythm of the written language, was 
capable of delivering enlightened knowledge into the cozy recesses of the homes in which a rooted 
Volk with a shared linguistic culture lived. 
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Frisch’s critiques of calculative thinking bear a striking resemblance to those made by 
Heidegger at around the same time. However, holding up dialect or a corresponding rural idyll as 
a privileged site on which the re-emplacement of modern life was to be imagined represented the 
type of Holzweg Frisch was looking to avoid in the first place. Recalling his previously discussed 
architectural arguments in mind, these paths represented flights that led only to further 
entrenchment within the sort of stagnant historical piety that was increasingly found in the genre 
of postwar Heimat films. These popular films of the 1950s sought to avoid the images of 
mechanistic and technological urban life that recalled the recent war in favor of pretending an 
innocence far away in mountains villages. Instead, what we see in Frisch’s writings between 1953 
and 1955 is a rejection of this dichotomy that distracted from a larger problem, namely that the 
constraint between the rural idyll and technological modernity appears within a climate that 
prohibited any substantive cultural and cognitive (geistig) shift. 
Two examples that appear within the span of a year in which Frisch changes career from 
architect to writer suffice to show that this climate was as a central – though quiet – concern: the 
first is the already discussed Der Laie und die Architektur, which sought to break Switzerland free 
of an outdated self-conception, while the second is his first novel Stiller. The story takes the form 
of a diary written by its protagonist and concerns the Swiss sculptor Anatol Ludwig Stiller who is 
kept in remand upon returning to Switzerland. Claiming to have no knowledge of who Stiller is, 
and insisting that he is in fact an American adventurer James Larkin White, the protagonist is 
confronted by the state, his wife and others who demand that he admit and conform to his original 
identity. Ultimately, he is forced to re-inhabit the Stiller figure he had attempted to abandon. It is 
at this point that the conclusion of the novel appears to link the literary to the architectural problem 
traced so far: the return to a former identity by Stiller importantly coincides with the abandonment 
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of writing in the first person – the narrative instead continues in the State attorney’s own hand 
while Stiller retreats into a quiet country life where he works as a potter of traditional Swiss 
ceramics, recalling the sort of traditionalism decried in Frisch’s architectural writings. 
The point of mentioning Stiller as a literary corollary to Frisch’s contemporaneous 
architectural critiques is meant to show how his concern with place and dwelling moves beyond a 
simple dichotomy that reads the problem as one being between the abstraction represented by 
modern technology and instrumental reason on the one hand, and the vernacularism associated 
with Heimat and rooted cultural expression on the other. It further raises the question of ‘individual 
expression,’ whether this is the expression of a single person or a community. There is, to be sure, 
no lexicon of Volk or rootedness launched against the referent-less identity of the White figure in 
the novel, as we might find in Heidegger’s own writings on place and language at the time. Nor is 
the protagonist allowed to succeed in totally cutting ties with the place from which he originally 
comes. Rather, as already mentioned, what comes into focus is the prohibitive climate in which 
expression and place are, so to speak, out of tune with one another, insofar as a dynamic and vital 
relationship between the two has ossified. The known or ‘traditional’ identity Stiller reverts to in 
the end is just as much a story written by state power rather than an organic or even an 
autochthonous form of self-expression – the diary is only published once it is in the hands and 
framework of the state. A look once again at Frisch’s radio play reveals a way out of this bind, 
which appears to lie in replacing the vocabulary of place in terms of roots and identity with the 
language of atmosphere or Klima that is far more environmentally inflected and sees itself as 
possessing an explicative critical function rather a prescriptive solution.  
As a topic of concern, Klima appears as far back as the first Tagebuch, though it is in 
Frisch’s radio play that it takes on its critical weight. It comes up when the three voices belonging 
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to the Layman, his Wife, and the Architect visit German-born architect Max Cetto’s designs at El 
Pedregal on the outskirts of Mexico City. Observing the relationship between the modernist homes 
and the local environmental conditions of this ancient lava field, the voices find themselves 
impressed by the physical and symbolic climate of the modernist development. When the Wife 
makes reference to what she feels to be an “ahistorical climate [Ein Klima der 
Geschichtslosigkeit],” the Architect stresses that she must keep in mind the fact that this spirit is 
itself conditioned by, and subject to the particular Klima in which it is encountered.21 The 
ahistorical climate she refers to only feels ahistorical to a western European subject who implicitly 
or not claims a “Monopol auf Geistigkeit [a monopoly on spirituality].”22 These other climates, 
the Architect argues, must be understood as idiosyncratic expressions of a Lebensgefühl, an 
affective awareness of life, that is ultimately incongruent with a universal standard against which 
the wife evidently measured it as “ahistorical.” It is, in fact, only ahistorical insofar as it sits beyond 
the limits of Western historicity.23 
What the radio play’s brief discussion of Klima accomplishes is an implicit yet important 
identification of climate or atmosphere as the site on which to confront the ‘monopoly of 
spirituality’ by Western rationality. While Frisch doesn’t explicitly use the term Stimmung to make 
his argument here, it is nevertheless front and center insofar as it combines the other connotative 
words he does use, including climate (Klima), air (Luft), and the cultural mood that is attuned or 
disposed toward a historical piety. In this sense, Stimmung is itself the place in which human beings 
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move and with which they engage with their full range of sensory perceptions. The contemporary 
architect Alberto Pérez-Gomez draws precisely on this understanding of the term in order to 
consider the full range of complex relations between humans and their constructed environments. 
By approaching the problem of building and dwelling from this space of Stimmung, which, in my 
opinion, is what I believe Frisch is doing, reveals an important explicative function. Pérez-Gomez 
reminds us that, 
[e]ach human being is sensitive to certain influences with which its psychophysical 
constitution finds affinity or discordance. The network of mostly prereflective relations 
that negotiate the engagement of self and world is the place of Stimmung, always revealing 
the links between exterior and interior landscapes and “meteorologies.”24 
 
Stimmung is in other words where built structures intervene on individual and collective psyches, 
of conditioning human action and behavior as well as relations. But these built structures at the 
same time stand in relation to the environment into which they are built. They therefore not only 
reveal an attitude or cognitive disposition toward the environment and the relations that are to 
occur there but reproduce this disposition as well. To bring it back to Frisch, these Stimmungen 
are expressions of these psyches and their relation to particular Klimas. Stimmung as an atmosphere 
or spatialized mood is an in-between and always relationally defined place that goes beyond its 
‘mere’ meteorological connotations as the site at which the expression of a certain ‘spirit’ or 
‘cultural mood’ finds expression. 
In his own way, Frisch draws on the historical role that Klima has played in the 
development of the Western historicity. Besides its own instrumentalization by science and 
industry, Klima has generally occupied the role of antagonist for the dominant form of 
Enlightenment thought since at least the late-eighteenth century. It in fact figures prominently in 
 
24 Pérez Gómez, Attunement, 92. 
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Johann Gottfried Herder’s attacks on Kantian philosophy which, like Heidegger a century and a 
half later, occupied itself with the entanglement of language and place as a point of departure 
against the type of abstract thinking that tended to oppress difference. While Herder’s appeal to 
particular climates has attracted charges of relativism anathema to the Enlightenment’s desire for 
universality, Sonia Sikka’s recent engagements with Herder have helped to clarify how thinking 
climate in fact short circuits such charges from the start. A brief gloss of these ideas will help to 
see how Frisch’s own conception of language and Klima both draw and, importantly, detract from 
Herder’s thinking on the subject, giving us a better idea of how we might situate Frisch as a critic 
of the ideals of Western enlightenment in the postwar era without necessarily being opposed to the 
project.  
In her readings of Herder, Sikka reminds us that his opposition to the abstract nature of the 
Kantian transcendental subject ultimately relied on re-emplacing this subject and, importantly, the 
very language in which this subject was posited in the first place. For Herder, neither the 
proposition of ‘pure reason’ nor the universal subject could account for the particularity of the 
language in which these claims were made. The primal source of language for Herder – its words, 
ideas and the thought communicated through it – are located in the “experience of the body within 
a particular setting,” that is, an “embodied life moving and feeling within a specific Klima.”25 
In approaching language and thought through this embodied experience, Herder likewise 
insisted that any study of human culture and history must be conducted as an aerologie. In this 
aerology, which effectively is a study of the Klimas in which people and cultures emerge, human 
beings are cast as “pupils of the air” and, importantly, “pupils of the ear” whose relationship to 
 
25 Sonia Sikka, Herder on Humanity and Cultural Difference: Enlightened Relativism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), 167. 
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language is largely mimetic of the place in which, and beings among whom, they live.26 His 
conclusion that language takes form as the concrete expressions “of the life led in a given place,” 
finds its analogy in Frisch’s characterization of architecture as an “Ausdruck einer allgemeinen 
Geisteshaltung [expression of a general mentality],” “eines Lebensgefühls [an awareness of life],” 
or, in other words, a certain Stimmung, or atmosphere.27 But binding language to the air of a 
particular place is the precise point at which charges of relativism arise. Sikka addresses these 
charges by emphasizing Herder’s understanding of the dynamic entanglement between language, 
life and world, and especially language’s meaningfulness as oriented toward both. Here, ‘meaning’ 
exists only as long as language refers to the world in which it is used. This point is significant: for 
if language truly does speak “of the world in which people dwell” by grasping it “not with one 
faculty and then another, but with the whole being of persons: their bodies, their emotions, and 
their understanding,” then language’s ‘meaningfulness’ is hollowed out when the reality with 
which it resonates is altered or disappears.28 
 It is worth noting here that a problem crops up with the question of the migrant who moves 
from one linguistic area to another. Sikka admits that this figure poses an issue for Herder who, 
although admitting that every culture at one point or another was forced to move, nevertheless 
privileged a degree of rootedness that would allow for cultural flourishment. But seeing as for 
Frisch Volk or even a national culture isn’t an issue here as it is for Herder (or Heidegger for that 
matter), the figure of the migrant and their bringing along a language that has no roots in a cultural 
space poses not a problem but an opportunity for the ‘cosmopolitan’ who lived much of his later 
life outside of German-speaking Switzerland. In fact, their presence – or conversely the experience 
 
26 Herder, Sämtliche Werke, XIII:31, 142. 
27 Sikka, Herder on Humanity and Cultural Difference, 167. 
28 Sikka, 168–69. 
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of being a migrant – works in favor of explicating the tension between language (and its literary 
use) and place that has been overlooked. By emphasizing Stimmung and atmosphere, not only its 
definition of mood, but quite literally of the way in which structures act on the air, the very notion 
of any sort of stable and unchanging environment is done away with from the beginning. While 
this will be expanded upon in the next chapter, we can remind ourselves that the very air that is 
breathed and which constitutes the physical atmosphere changes depending on who is present or 
absent, on movements and gestures.  
What this means is that rather than making any direct correlation between a culture and a 
place of origin, we can read Frisch’s own language use as the explication of the 
Spannungsverhältnis between the general subjective experience of place and language. In a 1969 
study concerning Frisch’s literary language, Walter Schenker situates the author in this very space 
of linguistic tension that has him split between local expression and “überregionalen 
[supraregional]” abstractions.29 He identifies in Frisch a tendency to avoid in his theater work the 
so-called Helveticisms, or words or phrases that are particular to Swiss dialect, which would situate 
his characters and plays in a regional space. Yet Schenker finds that Frisch’s prose is nevertheless 
pervaded by regional structures that more often than not coincide with his characters betraying an 
identity they attempt to shed, such as in Stiller’s letting slip a Swiss construction here and there 
while claiming to be the American Mr. White.30 Ultimately, besides these sentence structures, and 
Helvetic slips, Schenker spends considerable time sifting through the author’s texts to reveal the 
 
29 Walter Schenker, ‘Mundart und Schriftsprache’, in Über Max Frisch, ed. Thomas Beckermann (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971), 288. 
30 Schenker, 297. Schenker specifically points toward Frisch’s Helvetic vocabulary, including the reference to 
“Cervelat” by the American White, that would have, in Frisch’s mind, no doubt identified White as the Swiss Stiller; 
Frisch seems to suggest in the text itself that, as a German heritage speaker, White would presumably have referred 
to the same sausage as “Bierwurst” and not Cervelat. Though it could be argued here that the mistake White/Stiller 
makes is more in equating Bierwurst with Cervelat than in using the latter word at all.  
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lack of certain temporal structures in his work, especially the imperfect, which is foreign to his 
dialect use.31 
Years later while speaking in reference to Schenker’s study, Frisch does admit that there 
exists for him a clear distinction between the two languages with which he is in constant 
negotiation as a dialect-speaking German writer. But whereas Schenker tends to focus on the 
temporal structure of Frisch’s sentence building (Satzbau) – particularly the absence of the 
imperfect tense, which is foreign to his dialect – and the spontaneous use of Helveticisms, the 
distinction that Frisch himself makes is far more inflected with tactile and spatial overtones. He 
writes that, 
the differences between the two languages is, of course, manifold. I mean to say that our 
dialect (Mundart) is the more concrete language. It is easier for us to describe an object, to 
say what it feels like, or to describe a place, than it is in the high language, which is much 
better suited for abstract ideas. It would be very difficult to discuss philosophy in the 
dialect, which would suddenly become inarticulate.  
 
Der unterscheid der beiden Sprachen ist natürlich vielfältig, ich meine so, dass unsere 
Mundart, die konkretere Sprache ist. Es fällt uns leichter einen Gegenstand zu beschreiben, 
zu sagen wie er sich anfühlt oder eine Örtlichkeit zu beschreiben, als in der Hochsprache, 
die sich dafür sehr viel besser eignet für die abstrakten Gedanken. Also es wäre sehr schwer 
eine Philosophie in der Mundart zu haben, da wird sie dann plötzlich ungelenkig.32 
 
The relationship between place and dialect appears to lie primarily in a concern for positionality. 
More specifically, we can consider here prepositions through which subjects reveal a pre-reflexive 
position in relation to other subjects or objects. In discussing the change in description of the same 
event in dialect and the written German, Frisch notices a tendency to more closely describe the 
positional relationship between objects that take into account the speaker’s own position. He says 
that, “wenn ich auf Hochdeutsch sage, ‘der Kugelschreiber ist vom Tisch gefallen’, klar das ist so 
 
31 Schenker, 290. 
32 Max Frisch, Max Frisch spricht: Reden und ein Gespräch mit Hans Ulrich Probst (Basel: Merian Verlag, 2011), 7. 
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geschehen, in der Mundart würde ich eher sagen, ‘er isch hinde abba g‘falle,’ oder ‘hinde abba 
g’keit.’ Also eine genauere örtliche Bezeichnung [When in high German I say, ‘the pen fell from 
the table,’ of course this happened, though in dialect I would rather say, ‘it fell back there’].”33 
Credence is here given to Schenker’s reading of Frisch’s Satzbau, and Frisch does in fact find that 
the syntactic structure of his sentences recover the “Örtlichkeit [locality]” that was otherwise felt 
to have been lost in transitioning from Mundart to Schriftsprache. Locality is located within the 
“Sprechstruktur der Sprache,” which not only makes reference to, but indeed is the site in which a 
“Regionaler Struktur” refers to its place of expression. Just as important as this experience of being 
embodied in a place is, so too is the abstract nature of the Hochsprache which has its own function 
as a philosophical language: this he needs in order think through the former. The point is – and 
this brings us back to the question of the migrant above – not to establish some form of communion 
with Being through a language that is supposedly immediate with this experience of a particular 
place and others who are firmly rooted there, as much as it is to reveal the ways in which being in 
a place always means being worked on by a place regardless of the culture and language that exists 
there. The aim is here to denaturalize the literary language in order to reveal its tectonics and, 
therefore, its dynamic relation to the space in which it occurs and to which it either permits or 
prohibits expression.   
A passage from the first Tagebuch dated 1946 might help clear up what Frisch has in mind 
here. It comes once again in the context of writing about writing, about which he shares the 
following thoughts: “Man hält eine Feder hin, wie eine Nadel in der Erdbebenwarte, und eigentlich 
sind nicht wir es, die schreiben; sondern wir werden geschrieben [One uses one’s pen like the 
 
33 Frisch, 7. 
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needle of a seismograph: we do not so much write as get written].”34 In this formulation, writing, 
as a seismographic activity, is a reading of oneself as a transducer of place. Expression is not only 
found in what is being said, but importantly of how and especially where expression is taking 
place. Place and relation of the self to this place is found in the very act of writing insofar as 
locality passes through the body before it makes its way onto the page. In doing so it carries along 
the noise of the body and its emplacement. The confrontation between language and world is 
therefore found in the very tectonics of literary expression, and especially in exposing these 
tectonic structures. 
Conceiving of the writer and, by extension, the architect as a transducer that allows 
expression of place-forms opens up to a deeper consideration of Klima as Stimmung. To revisit 
Pérez-Gomez, whose writings implicitly draw on an emergent interest in Stimmung as atmosphere 
in the middle of the twentieth-century, the human being who is prereflectively worked upon by its 
relation to place is in fact conceived of as “a glass that may resonate or shatter when subjected to 
a certain sound frequency.”35 This resonant-acoustic image lifts up what should already be 
obvious, namely that Stimmung’s etymological root, the Stimme or voice, sits at the very center of 
the term. As ‘voice,’ writes Pérez-Gomez, Stimme is the “‘atmospheric’ vehicle that carries human 
language, song, and melody, our original expressive utterance, contiguous to gesture.”36 It 
occupies the same relegated position as place and Klima to the abstract discursive languages and 
thought whose insistence on clarity clears itself of all noise. In this sense, the voice re-asserts itself 
in a somewhat different guise than the one postulated by some poststructuralist arguments which 
equated it with self-presence and interiority. Instead, Frisch’s seismographic metaphor positions 
 
34 Frisch, Sketchbook 1946-1949, 12. 
35 Pérez Gómez, Attunement, 92. 
36 Pérez Gómez, 90. 
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the voice as always part of the outside, as the expression of the atmosphere in which one 
participates, consciously or not, and to which one contributes the individual voice. An attention to 
the voice therefore serves a critical function here, as it alerts us perhaps most immediately to the 
relationship between body and place. 
 
The Noise and Breath of Place 
 
We first find the voice to reveal its explicatory function in Frisch’s only attempt at a film, Zürich-
Transit in 1965. The plot is rather simple: it centers on a businessman named Theo Ehrismann 
who comes across his own obituary while reading a newspaper on a flight home from an 
unannounced trip to London. Deciding not to alert his family and the authorities of their having 
mistaken the dead body of a car thief as his own, he returns to his hometown as a ghost, visiting 
his old haunts and even peering in on his own wake. What this narrative framing of the film 
demands is that from the beginning it maintain an irreducible distance between Ehrismann and the 
spaces in which his everyday life took place, effectively pulling him from the vital world of his 
community into the realm of the dead textual world, exemplified by his printed obituary. Locked 
within this situation in which text and death are equated, the narrative would effectively collapse 
were Ehrismann to interact with his family in the places they occupy. 
 Most striking about the text, and its failed production as a film, is the problem posed by 
dialogue, and particularly the language of the place in which the film is set. Speaking about the 
film at the Berliner Akademie der Künste in 1966, Frisch discusses his initial intention for it to be 
narrated by an off-screen, non-diegetic voice in a standard Schriftsprache. This was supposed to 
allow him to avoid the awkwardness of Swiss-German characters speaking High German to one 
another in Zürich. His reasoning, that with Ehrismann’s death “there is no longer any 
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communication [gibt es keine Kommunikation mehr]” between the protagonist and the world he 
previously inhabited, speaks precisely to the structural disharmony between the standard narrative 
tectonics and the ability for place and those who inhabit it to express itself.37  
When diegetic dialog did eventually prove necessary for the film, the manner in which 
Frisch employed it gives further contour to the disarticulation between vocal expression and place. 
Dialogue here confronts the gap that Frisch identifies between his two languages and their ability 
to coincide with and allow for an expression of place. In the medium of film, in this case the 
narrative existence of which depends on Ehrismann’s death, the abstraction Frisch identifies with 
the Schriftsprache is likewise identified with the visual. He admits that he came to rely on the 
optical register as the main vehicle for diegesis, limiting the communicative import of the spoken 
word. Not only was it impossible for Ehrismann to communicate with his family but that language 
would render the film unintelligible to a larger audience. Where dialogue does appear between 
these characters who would otherwise speak dialect to one another, it is limited to the imaginative 
realm and, even then, in translation:  
Through this, another world now enters into the film, a world of imagination – I 
don’t want to say visions, – but those things that the protagonist does not truly 
experience, but which he can conjure up, I had the possibility of translating the 
dialog into high German. Not only would this make things understood, but with this 
I differentiate the realistic scenes from imagined ones through a stylistic 
defamiliarization [Verfremdung]. 
 
Dadurch, daß aber nun in den Film noch eine andere Welt hineinkommt, die der 
Vorstellungen – ich will nicht gleich sagen: Visionen --, aber doch Dinge, die der 
Held nicht wirklich erlebt, die er sich aber denken kann, habe ich dort nun die 
Möglichkeit, den Dialog ins Hochdeutsch zu übersetzen. Erstens wird er dann 
verstanden, zweitens aber unterscheide ich damit die realen Szenen von den 
Vorstellungsszenen durch eine stilistische Verfremdung.38 
 
 
37 Matthias von Gunten, Max Frisch: Zürich-Transit. Das Gescheiterte Filmprojekt (SF1, 2011). 
38 Max Frisch, Jetzt-Max Frisch: Mit Zahlreichen Fotos, Dokumenten Und Zeichnungen, ed. Luis Bollinger, Walter 
Obschlager, and Julian Schütt, 1. Aufl (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2001), 182–83. 
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Opposed to these ‘imaginative scenes’ Frisch presents the reader-viewer with a few ‘realistic’ ones 
in which the language of Ehrismann’s family breaks through the language of the narrative. This 
language however takes on the role of what Frisch calls a ‘Geräusch-Gestus,’ or noise gesture. As 
noise, these vocal moments of dialect exist independently of the visual register of narration, which 
was capable of communicating the story on its own (“alle realistischen Situationen [sind so], daß 
sie im wesentlichen alle schon optisch klar werden, also abgesehen vom Mundart-Dialog”), and 
stage a confrontation between place and its narrativization.39 
 As noise, the ‘Örtlichkeit’ or locality that Frisch locates in the ‘Sprechstruktur’ of his 
language is here given an acoustic and spatial quality that is at odds with the diegetic demands of 
the film. It is furthermore equated with life and community, insofar as it sounds the place of 
Ehrismann’s previous experience with friends, family and lovers. This subversive aspect of the 
‘noise gesture’ is precisely that which opens up to this communal being-together while also 
threatening the narrative itself. We experience this threat when Ehrismann’s mistress Barbara sees 
him pass by on the street from afar. Chasing after him, she cries out, in dialect, “Er läbt – er läbt 
[He’s alive – alive].”40 Her inability to catch up to him ends up preserving the life of the narrative.  
 We find a parallel to the noise gesture that presents itself as vocal dialect in Frisch’s film 
in the growing critical interest with vernacular forms of architectural expression in the early 1960s. 
Raimund Abraham and Bernard Rudofsky, whose Elementare Architektur (1963) and Architecture 
without Architects (1964), respectively, seek a serious and meaningful engagement with the 
techniques and spirit of vernacular architecture of the past, are but two prominent examples. Both 
Rudofsky’s MoMA exhibition and Abraham’s treatise explicitly attack the Eurocentricity of 
 
39 Frisch, 182. 
40 Max Frisch, Zürich-Transit: Skizze eines Films (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), 47; Max Frisch, 
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architectural history in an attempt to disabuse modernity of its supposed inventiveness and pretense 
of progress. They rely on giving contour to the “unfamiliar world of nonpedigreed architecture,” 
which Rudofsky defines as “vernacular, anonymous, spontaneous, indigenous [and] rural.”41 His 
point here, however, is not to idealize the traditions of building that had been overlooked by 
architectural historians and cast as “primitive,” as much as it is to counter the hegemony of 
individual architects, experts and a narrow historicity that ignored its own emergence from a 
historical, and often non-western context. Abraham similarly insists that his intent is decidedly not 
meant to re-create the sort of dichotomy that pits rural architecture against modernism and 
functionalism: “The attempt to examine the roots of anonymous building on the basis of examples 
of primitive timber and stone structures does not derive from a yearning for the original,” but to 
give voice to and elicit a sensitivity to the environment witnessed in these ‘primitive’ structures.42 
In the same way that Frisch turned his ear toward the laity of society, the so-called 
“anonymous” builders of a vernacular architecture that comprised the two-hundred photographs 
of Rudofsky’s exhibition were meant to offer a thoughtful meditation on the role that architecture 
played for a community as well as that community’s relation to universal civilization. Its emphasis 
on communal welfare hinged on exposing the limits of modernism’s desires as well as its 
architecture by juxtaposing one that responded to the needs of a community and its sensual 
existence alongside buildings built according to the whims of theory or industry.43 These 
interventions, much like Frisch’s disclosure of the Spannungsverhältnis between his two 
languages, between which Ehrismann is caught in limbo, aimed to carve out a vision for future 
 
41 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: An Introduction to Nonpedigreed Architecture (New York: 
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42 Raimund Abraham, [Un]Built, ed. Brigitte Groihofer (New York: Springer, 1996), 133. 
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building practices that would bring human beings and their environment back into harmony by 
reminding modern architecture of its own origins. In other words, the expression of local place-
forms is here meant to disrupt the monophonic narrative, and especially the language of Western 
architectural history. 
This counterpoint of Örtlichkeit first discussed in relation to Frisch’s Satzbau, is similarly 
examined by Raimund Abraham’s treatise on elementary architecture in which he offers a 
particularly linguistic and, as we’ll see, a rhythmic intonation. In this influential text, he demands 
a rhythmic and acoustic sensitivity in order to reveal how the expression of tectonic structures 
relates to its environment in such a way that resembles the function of Frisch’s noise gesture. As 
Fatima Naqvi points out in her analysis, Abraham attempts to emphasize the importance of care, 
or Sorge, and that “[a] ‘natural feeling’ (‘natürliches Gefühl’) for the possibilities and limitations 
of a specific material and type of construction guide the primitive builder’s hand and the 
contemporary architect’s.”44 This natural feeling of course depends on the sensitivity of the 
architect to the place in which they are building, and as Frisch (and Abraham) suggest, such a 
sensitivity is primarily attuned to the sounds and syncopations, of resonances and noises of the 
atmosphere in which building (and Bildung) takes place. 
A line can be drawn here between the sensitivity identified in Abraham’s text and Frisch’s 
own seismographic metaphor, insofar as the body responds to the place in which it finds itself, 
creating a conduit between place and structure. Naqvi’s emphasis on Abraham’s endowment of 
building with a “rhythmic potential,” wherein “the built environment syncopates the natural one,” 
coincides with his assumption that the “architectural structuration of the environment functions 
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like a language” and that “architectonic elements provide an ordering, proto-linguistic principle.”45 
What remains is an attunement to these rhythms and the syncopation created by tectonic structures. 
Within the context of a literary ‘text,’ the noise gesture of dialect in Zürich-Transit similarly 
punctuates the narrative whose diegesis depends overwhelmingly on the visual register. In doing 
so, it discloses a certain degree of superficiality of the text as a structure and its relation to place 
which has now become more or less scenographic: the prepositional possibilities of the language 
that is presented here as noise, and which for Frisch allow for a more tactile relationship to place, 
struggle to find expression. We can see how this struggle between the world of Ehrismann’s lived 
experience prior to the text and its expressive possibilities aligns itself rather neatly with 
Abraham’s understanding of an authentic architecture. About this, Naqvi writes that, assuming 
that “[a]rchitecture is a text with a particular ‘composition’ (‘Aufbau’), punctuation marks 
(‘Öffnungen’), and intrinsic realism (‘nie […] Fiktion’),” for Abraham, architecture “can only be 
true to life . . . if it studiously avoids the fictionality and superficiality equated with the exterior 
façade. When it functions in this manner, architecture is the visible expression of a deeper, inner 
corpus of ideas.”46 
As was the case with Frisch’s own discomfort with the national exposition planned for 
1964, Abraham’s warning against the “fictionality and superficiality” of the exterior façade 
appears to direct itself against a certain conception of building that ignores a deeper 
phenomenological contextualization. That is, the façade is here erected with a significant degree 
of indifference regarding the place on which it stands as much as it is with the needs of those found 
there. It is almost as though the structures that are built are entirely out of tune with, or off beat 
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from the environment itself. But Abraham’s references to language as well as to the rhythmic 
dimension of built environments – which recalls the way Pérez-Gomez’s conceives of the human 
as a plane of glass susceptible to environmental vibrations – underlines the relationship that such 
building practices have to the intellectual and cultural contexts that nurture them. Frisch’s lament 
concerning the historical piety of Swiss building practices invokes this relationship between 
Bildung, in this sense culture, and building. Citing contemporary Swiss architect Bernard Tschumi, 
Susan Bernstein also stresses this important relationship between the two the terms while alerting 
us to the fact that this also exists in the words ‘edifice’ and ‘edification.’ Here, Bildung is taken as 
(self-)formation, which no doubt relates to and in fact orients itself toward the larger cultural sphere 
on which Frisch relies for his definition, and the way in which place, and especially housing, 
always stands in a dynamic relation to this process.47 
This essential link between edifice and edification, and its deconstruction, finds almost 
direct expression in Frisch’s later novel, Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän (1979). But what Frisch 
importantly adds to this can again be found in air or Luft. The novel’s plot centers on Herr Geiser, 
a retired and widowed octogenarian, who is forced to confront a vicious storm alone. The bulk of 
the narrative consists of Geiser’s attempts to ignore the storm by reassuring himself of his 
intellectual mastery of the world. He finds comfort in his investment in Western rationalism and 
its pretense toward Sachlichkeit, and by doing so, portrays the unfeeling and solitary enlightened 
homo faber who puts his trust in probability, scientific ‘fact’ and ‘proven’ history in lieu of myth, 
narrative and any recognition of the poetic dimension of dwelling. This manifests itself in Geiser’s 
papering his living room wall with excerpts cut out from his encyclopedias and other Sachbücher 
that claim a more direct relationship to the world than his deceased wife’s novels. However, this 
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claim of a link to reality overlooks its own fictional edifice, which is ultimately the target of 
Frisch’s novel, and opens up to a more authentic ‘inner corpus of ideas.’ 
What is ultimately revealed behind the façade of the Western rationalism’s edifice with 
which Geiser attempts to shore up his existence, is its own mythical foundations which it expressly 
tries to deny. In constructing this wall of paper, Geiser appears to forget that the beginning of his 
project begins with Genesis’ account of “Die Schöpfung der Welt [the creation of the world].”48 
This starting point implicitly reveals a mythical underpinning to the entire Western tradition which 
denies this very core.49 The way in which this is revealed is notably once again through a ‘noise 
gesture;’ only now, the limits of what constitutes this noise are extended from the voice of a 
particular community in a particular place, as we heard in Zürich-Transit, to the ‘voice’ of the 
entire atmosphere outside. Indeed, as discussed in the introductory chapter, we are reminded here 
of the fact that there exists an essential link between myth and orality. Just as dialect punctuated, 
and indeed punctured, the narrative of the film, we find that what initially poses a threat to Geiser 
in Holozän is the sound of the storm, which he attempts to eliminate from his sensory perception 
of the world: the novel begins with his attempting to build a pagoda out of crispbread in order to 
“to think of nothing, to hear no thunder, no rain, no splashing from the gutter, no gurgling around 
the house [Nichts zu denken und keinen Donner zu hören, keinen Regen, kein Plätschern aus der 
Traufe, kein Gurgeln ums Haus.].”50 Yet this acoustic aspect of the storm is quickly revealed to be 
only part of what threatens Geiser’s attempt to shore up a protective structure when a cough, along 
with a shaky hand due to advanced age, causes the pagoda to topple. 
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Along with the sound of the violent weather outside, Geiser’s own physical and mental 
decline present themselves as co-antagonists of his desire to remove himself from the fluctuations 
of time and weather. The storm and the cough both signal the very pneumatic spirit against which 
the pagoda, as a feng shui structure meant to ward off ‘evil spirits,’ is meant to protect.51 What’s 
more, their combined force reveals another problem for Geiser, namely that it cuts across the line 
separating the exterior from the interior. The danger from which Geiser attempts to protect himself, 
and which he posits as coming from the outside, is from the opening of the novel already inside 
himself and the house, as well as the very name of the pagoda, which it shares with the Russian 
for ‘weather’ and ‘sky.’52 The passing of time that Geiser attempts by building it is bound to 
weather, as we find later in the novel when the Italian expression, ‘Che tempo, che tempo! [what 
weather, what weather!]’ punctuates the narrative. Not only does this emphasize the entwinement 
between time and weather (here, the storm) but it once again stresses a reminder that Italian is the 
local language of the German novel’s setting.53  
The problem that Frisch presents here is more than just an architectural one, and in fact 
implicates the grand narratives of Western edification as a whole. This, after all, is the narrative 
Geiser begins to tack to his wall after the pagoda fails. His hope is that these narratives might 
translate his fear of mental and physical deterioration at the hands of the storm and of time into the 
language of progress and universality. However, similar to the cough, the storm’s humid breath 
soon causes the paper to curl and, when he opens the window to air out the stifling atmosphere, 
the wind brings the clippings to ‘flutter and rustle [so flattert und raschelt die ganze Zettelwand].’54 
 
51 Walter Obschlager, ‘Man, Culture, and Nature in Max Frisch’s Der Mensch Erscheint Im Holozän’, in A Companion 
to the Works of Max Frisch, ed. Olaf Berwald (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2013), 202. 
52 Andrew Liston, The Ecological Voice in Recent German-Swiss Prose (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011), 128. 
53 Frisch, Holozän, 33; Frisch, Holocene, 23. 
54 Frisch, Holocene, 39; Frisch, Holozän, 53. 
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The rustling of the paper exposes Geiser to what he has cut up beyond recognition, forcing him to 
recognize “[s]omething [he] had not taken into account: that the text on the back of the page might 
perhaps be no less illuminating than the picture on the front that he has so carefully cut out; now 
this text has been cut to pieces, useless for his gallery [Was Herr Geiser nicht bedacht hat: der Text 
auf der Rückseite, den Herr Geiser erst bemerkt, nachdem er die Illustration auf der Vorderseite 
sorgsam ausgeschnitten hat, wäre vielleicht nicht minder aufslußreich gewesen; nun ist dieser Text 
zerstückelt, unbrauchbar für die Zettelwand].”55 The negativity posed by the backside of his 
clippings reasserts itself precisely as that which exists prior to and in excess of the abstraction he 
imposes on reality. More importantly, it puts the certainty Geiser had invested on the outward-
facing surface into question, destabilizing the sense of mastery he sought by revealing this 
perspective as illusory. This collapse is given its concrete analogue when a retaining wall outside 
the house also collapses due to the storm.  
Paradoxically, however, the experience of the storm’s destructive potential only entrenches 
Geiser in his paranoia, the consequences of which Frisch appears to be well aware: he cannot help 
but mock Geiser who “papers his living room with incoherent information from encyclopedias. To 
feel at home in this world!”56 In papering his living room as though building a retaining wall he is 
eventually required to remove his dead wife’s portrait from the wall. But this also deprives the 
living room of its quality as a Wohnstube (living room), which is confirmed by the narrative 
statement: “Das ist keine Wohnstube mehr.”57 Dwelling here appears impossible.  
 
 
55 Frisch, Holocene, 89. 
56 Quoted in Michael Butler, ‘Max Frisch’s Man in the Holocene: An Interpretation’, World Literature Today 60, no. 
4 (1986): 574. (emphasis mine) 
57 Frisch, Holocene, 39; Frisch, Holozän, 53. 
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Critical Regionalism and the Ethico-Mythical Nucleus 
 
While this tension between abstract forms and natural environment express the same concerns as 
the ones raised in Zürich-Transit, and which are also heard in Rudofsky’s and Abraham’s 
interventions, the strength of re-assertion of Klima that Frisch gives to the storm in his novel 
emphasizes a more pronounced critical attitude toward that which the character of Geiser 
represents. We know that behind the novel there stands an environmentalist motivation of some 
sort, which is reflected in the iterations of working titles that it passed through including Klima 
and Regen (Rain); we also know that the inspiration for Geiser’s papering comes from Frisch’s 
neighbour in Berzona.58 Yet little to nothing has been written about the fact that the novel appeared 
at the height of Ticinese Regionalism of the 1970s and 1980s. Insofar as there is a denial on 
Geiser’s part of the narrative-fictional core of the system he represents, and especially a noted 
ignorance of the atmospheric or climatic dimension of his existence, there is a resonance to be 
heard with the critical regionalists’ attention to what French philosopher Paul Ricoeur refers to as 
the “ethico-mythical nucleus” of a culture that struggled to find expression under the oppressive 
weight of the modernist forms espoused by universal civilization.  
There are no doubt echoes of Frisch’s early architectural interventions to be heard in the 
Critical Regionalism of the 1970s and 1980s. Baptized by architects Alexander Tzonis and Liane 
Lefaivre, and further developed by Kenneth Frampton, this loose movement sought an alternative 
approach to both the International Style and its tendency toward the universalization of technique 
on the one hand, and the sort of uncritical and sentimental vernacularism that Frisch also turned 
 
58 See Butler, ‘Max Frisch’s Man in the Holocene: An Interpretation’, 574. Butler quotes from an April 17, 1981 
interview Frisch did with Die Zeit’s Feuillton editor Fritz Rabbatz. He emphatically denies that the novel is 
autobiographical. Instead, the model for Geiser is a nearby inhabitant of a Ticino valley, the artist Armand Schulthess, 
who “suddenly wanted to know everything,” and so “wrote everything down on the lids of old tins and nailed these to 




his back on. What was of particular importance was an authentic attunement between human 
beings and place that would be facilitated by a sensitivity to the needs and expressions of particular 
cultures and climates while keeping alive the liberatory promises of modernism. For Frampton 
especially, the architecture in and by architects from Ticino, where Frisch lived and wrote the 
novel, were exemplary of the ideals being put forth.  
In many ways, Frampton more succinctly articulates what Frisch attempted to in the 1950s 
with his architectural writings as well as the concerns with which he infused his literary works 
ever since. What is particularly interesting in Frampton’s writing is his lengthy references to 
Ricoeur’s essay on universal civilization and national cultures of 1955. A reliance on Ricoeur’s 
thought, in addition to Heidegger’s, further positions it as responding to the broader concerns of 
globalization and reactionary forms of nationalism and populism in the postwar period, which 
Frisch similarly responded to throughout his career in the public eye. What Frampton in part draws 
from Ricoeur’s passages is the importance of how a critical regionalist tectonics was to aid in 
recuperating the “mythical and ethical core of a culture” that had been extinguished under the 
weight of a universal civilization of ‘mediocracy.’ Under such conditions, this nucleus struggled 
to find expression beyond a language of an “ineffective Populism” that, Frampton writes, was one 
“whose ultimate aim is not to provide a liveable [sic] and significant environment but rather to 
achieve a highly photogenic form of scenography,” say, for instance, in a national exposition or 
other ‘flights into detail’ that were particularly troublesome for Frisch.59 
Instead, just as for Frisch, the nucleus to be recuperated lay deeper than a scenography of 
traditional imagery. Although Ricoeur resists speaking in terms of mood and atmosphere, there is 
nevertheless a sense of Klima and even a Stimmung when he describes this nucleus as a complex 
 
59 Frampton, ‘Prospects for a Critical Regionalism’, 150. 
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of stable images that conditions a culture’s “spontaneous judgements and its least elaborated 
reactions regarding experienced situations.”60 These images reflect the lowest substratum of 
cultural existence whereon one can identify the “concrete attitudes toward life” articulated in 
tradition, relations between fellow citizens and foreigners and the manner in which available tools 
are employed.61 Building on this, Frampton’s response to the call to move behind the scenography 
of cultural images shifts the attention to the lived space over which such scenography imposes 
itself. For Frampton, the project of an “architecture of resistance” ultimately seeks to “complement 
our normative visual experience by readdressing the tactile range of human perceptions” by 
explicating the deep relationship between Geist and tectonics, or put differently, between edifice 
and edification.62 This does not mean, however, overthrowing the eye in favor of privileging 
another sensory organ; it is rather to “balance the priority accorded to the image and to counter the 
Western tendency to interpret the environment in exclusively perspectival terms” and, importantly, 
to reactivate the senses of smell, hearing and taste that put us in a “more direct experience of the 
environment.”63  
The noise gesture that Frisch introduces first as language and then as atmosphere, adds 
something crucial to this description of place-forms and climate as a way to combat both 
anonymous functionalism and ‘ineffective’ populism: it includes the acoustic dimension of place 
and, importantly, makes room for the particular pre-positional and pre-reflexive “attitudes toward 
life” (Ricoeur) that are cultivated in and according to different regional conditions. Just as 
 
60 Ricoeur, ‘Universal Civilization and National Cultures’, 280. 
61 Ricoeur, 279. 
62 Kenneth Frampton, ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance’, in The Anti-
Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port Townsend, Washington: Bay Press, 1983), 29. 
63 Frampton, 29. 
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architecture adds itself to the Luft of Bildung, a literary structure attuned to the atmosphere and to 
their voices (the Stimme of Stimmung), reveals itself as serving the same function. 
What Frisch adds to Frampton’s critical regionalist project that requires the articulation of 
‘bounded place-forms’ through an architecture of resistance is the actual material of language that 
constitutes communication within these place-forms as atmospheres. In doing so, Frampton’s turn 
toward Hannah Arendt’s discussion of the necessity of “the living together of people” as a pre-
requisite for a collective “potentiality of action” is given a literal inspiration that must take into 
account the very languages and their access to these place-forms in which living-together occurs 
and in which this potential can be communicated. The “space of human appearance” that concerns 
Arendt is considered beyond appearance in the visual sense and the fact of speech. As she stresses, 
this space is not equated with a literal space built with our hands, and that when she uses the term 
polis it is only metaphorical, insofar as it is meant to describe the potential for political action that 
emerges from a people who are acting and speaking together.64 The “true space” of the polis, she 
argues, “lies between people living together” for the purpose of acting and speaking, and it is 
precisely the experience of this in-between that is elicited through an exposition of the tectonic 
structures through the noise gestures examined so far.  
As is implicit in Arendt’s formulation of this place of appearance, and which gets a bit 
muddled in Frampton’s adoption of it, is that where and when humans do appear, so do their 
breaths and voices; this appearance always occurs in an irreducibly pneumatic context, the 
emphasis of which should remain. Frampton, of course, acknowledges that the strategy of Critical 
Regionalism is largely aimed at “the maintenance of an expressive density and resonance,” but 
that this maintenance is equal to, though apparently dependent upon, “the provision of a place-
 
64 Arendt, The Human Condition, 198. 
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form . . . inasmuch as a resistant architecture, in an institutional sense, is necessarily dependent on 
a clearly defined domain.”65 
Considering the linguistic, narrative and especially the vocal and atmospheric dimension 
of dwelling, which, as I have tried to show, Frisch’s work asks us to do, helps to consider the way 
in which the architecture of resistance proposed by Frampton and practiced by critical regionalists 
might be put in the service of maintaining the resonant propinquity necessary to rediscover and 
correct the “ubiquitous placelessness of our modern environment” without falling into a closedness 
that excludes. 66 The extent to which Frisch’s writings achieve this explication can of course be 
debated. Nevertheless, this chapter has tried to clear a space in which the architectural sensitives 
to place, atmosphere, and climates can be read as a sensitivity to Stimmungen, meant here in 
reference to cultural moods that emerge from or in response to structural edifices. In doing so, the 
relationship between architectural edifices and the edification in part constructed by literature 
brings into question the very material used by the latter in constituting the spaces in which the 
polis, in Arendt’s understanding of the term, finds itself.  
The next chapter, which examines the work of Elias Canetti, will expound on how listening 
to the atmosphere, both the literal meteorological one and the cultural Stimmung plays a quiet yet 
important role in a postwar critical stance that attempted to distance itself from dominant forms of 
systematic thinking. For Canetti, this involved a turn toward myth, something that we began to see 
emerge in the brief discussion concerning Ricoeur’s call for a return to the ethico-mythical nucleus 
of a culture. This return, per Frampton, depends on a ‘place’ in which this nucleus is to be 
rediscovered. As we’ll see with Elias Canetti, rediscovering this nucleus depends both on a renewal 
 
65 Frampton, ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance’, 25. 
66 Frampton, 24. 
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of myth, not as a repetition of the past, but as the place of a collective dialogue and invention. This 
place is cleared, as we’ll see, in a similarly atmospheric way by Canetti, namely, by a breathing-







The thing that repels me the most about philosophers is the 
emptying process of their thinking. The more often and more 
skillfully they use their basic terms, the less remains of the 
world around them. They are like barbarians in a high, spacious 
mansion of wonderful works. They stand there in their shirt 
sleeves and throw everything out the window, methodically and 
steadfastly, chairs, pictures, plates, animals, children, until 
there's nothing left but whole empty rooms. Sometimes the 
doors and windows come flying last. The naked house remains. 
They imagine that these devastations make it better. 





Breathing: Elias Canetti’s Crowds, Atmospheres and a Mythopoetik 
der Stimmung 
 
The above epigraph was written in 1951 and is included among the notes and aphorisms that make 
up Elias Canetti’s Die Provinz des Menschen (1972). As is the case with all of Canetti’s writing, 
this book expresses a deep-seated antagonism toward an intellectual class that seemingly operated 
at a distance from the people and places it claimed to speak about. By the time that this antagonism 
had congealed into a broader attack on the legacy of Enlightenment, especially post-1968 when 
ideology critique desperately sought to recalibrate its bearings as a new conservatism began to 
emerge, Canetti had already established his reputation on the intellectual scene as one of the most 
widely known outsiders. His famously idiosyncratic Crowds and Power (1960) that he claimed 
had “grabbed the century by the throat,” alongside the subsequent volumes of essays and memoirs 
that recounted his life between 1905 and 1994, were all explicitly aimed at correcting what he saw 
as his century’s problematic preoccupation with abstractions rather than with engaging with living 
and breathing bodies.  
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Just as we saw in the last chapter that examined Max Frisch’s concern for the growing 
chasm between knowledge, critique and experience within the domain of architecture and 
vernacular expression, which he thought could be overcome by turning toward the atmospheric 
dimension, Canetti’s writings during this same period similarly stage an encounter with space and 
the listening-out for the voices that are out of earshot of conventional Wissenschaft. Such noise 
reveals the perceptual limits of structures of expression, whether these structures are buildings, 
cities or texts; in doing so they also reveal the implicit conditions for representation within the 
social organism.1 Yet, in spite of the explicit architectural imagery that Canetti uses here, his 
involvement in this ongoing discussion of Stimmung ultimately differs in scope. I am particularly 
interested in his emphasis on the somatic experience of breathing in what he calls Atemräume, or 
‘breathing places.’ These breathing places are the sites on which he lays the groundwork for a new 
ethic and an alternative way of ‘doing’ critique in the postwar era. The ‘novelty’ of Canetti’s 
approach here lies in the fact that by situating himself within these breathing places, he positions 
himself outside the dichotomy of the post-1960s intellectual atmosphere. Rather than fall on the 
side of a re-commitment to the articulation of universal norms on the one hand, or a subjectless 
textuality on the other, Canetti’s ‘critique’ ultimately lies in the articulation and practice of 
 
1 See Douglas Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2001), 47; 
Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1985); See also Whitney, Eardrums, 56. In his examination of noise in the European avant-garde, particularly 
in Dadaist circles, Kahn makes note of the manner in which what is considered ‘noise’ always reveals a power dynamic 
insofar as “noises are informed by the sounds, languages, and social position of others. It is only because certain types 
of people are outside any representation of social harmony that their speech and other sounds associated with them 
are considered to be noise.” Attalli also addresses this relationship between noise and economic-social relations in his 
important study as well. Within the German context, and as it relates to ‘crowds,’ Whitney’s examination of acoustical 
modernity is particularly relevant. This is especially true in his description of Maximilian Plessner’s militant language 
concerning urban noise as associated exclusively with lower classes, the Pöbel, who were in turn deserving of an 
‘auditory assault’ from their bourgeois masters. As the title of this chapter suggests, I would like to add to this social 
treatment of noise the question of breathing, both of which, as I will show, I understand to be inextricably interrelated.  
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mythopoesis that is founded in an understanding of Stimmung that filtered through fin-de-siècle 
Vienna.  
As a survey of Canetti scholarship can attest, breathing is ubiquitously present throughout 
his texts. It has nevertheless elicited little consideration besides offering a convenient metaphor 
for an Edenic freshness that lies beyond claustrophobic discourses and stale philosophical 
dichotomies.2 The limit posed by this figurative reading of breathing is all the more surprising in 
light of the fact that much has been written about Canetti’s corresponding investment in an 
embodied mode of thinking and the importance that other sensory organs play in his work, 
especially the eyes and the ears. Breathing, however, must be approached here in the most literal 
sense. By this I mean that ‘taking a breath’ or ‘coming up for air’ is not merely a matter of clearing 
away ideological clutter in an affective and psychological context. Rather, for Canetti, breathing 
is that which was most immediately threatened by power, whether on the battlefield with poison 
gas, on city streets with tear gas, in concentration camps, or later in the comfort of air-conditioned 
shopping centers. Most importantly, breathing marks a fundamentally social and phenomenal 
experience that was in the process of being forgotten by an increasingly rationalized world more 
interested in the words and systems it produced than in the bodies that produced them.3  
For Canetti, breathing is therefore not only a physiological necessity that is constantly at 
risk but indicates an ethical responsibility in that it is the grounds of every politics and community. 
It is in this sense that I posit an essential relationship between breathing and Stimmung, insofar as 
the latter refers to the effect of “a multiplicity of bodies [that] is part of, and entrenched in, a 
 
2 See Knox Peden, ‘Breathing in the Eternal: Canetti and Spinoza’, in The Worlds of Elias Canetti: Centenary Essays, 
ed. William Collins Donahue and Julian Preece (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007); See also 
Felix Philipp Ingold, ‘Bis Zum Letzten Atemzug: Zu Elias Canetti’, in Im Namen Des Autors (München: W. Fink, 
2004). 
3 Canetti, The Human Province, 1–2. 
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situation that encompasses it.”4 Recognizing the lack of awareness of these Atemräume, Canetti 
warns that “it is not enough to think, one also has to breathe. Dangerous are the thinkers who have 
not breathed enough.”5  
In order to make sense of Canetti’s warning, this chapter will begin by outlining how I see 
Stimmung as the foundation of Canetti’s writings that attempt to develop a critique of ideology 
situated within these breathing places. I then move on to describe how in 1976 he lays the task of 
revealing the path to this “neuen Wissenszweig [new branch of knowledge]” on the shoulders of 
“der wahre Dichter,” or the true writer. I end by describing how Canetti’s description of this ideal 
writer is in fact a description of an ideal critical subjectivity capable of sensing and communicating 
breath and breathing. Insofar as this relates to language, we find that Canetti pays particular 
attention to the breathing that lies behind all discourse, something he senses or hears in the voice. 
A mythopoetic of Stimmung that Canetti proposes as a way to meaningfully engage ideology is, 
therefore, ultimately revealed as a collective negotiation of values that always takes as its starting 
point the recognition of the communal nature of breathing as well as the innate human ability for 
transformation. 
 
Stimmung and Relationality 
 
While Stimmung is generally associated either with an aesthetic discourse that attempts to describe 
a harmony between intellect and sense, as is the case in Kant’s aesthetics, or as a mode of Dasein 
in Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, scholars have recently begun to explore its influence within 
 
4 Riedel, ‘Affective Societies’, 85. 
5 Canetti, The Human Province, 194. 
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discourses concerned more with the physical and psychic dimensions of existence.6 With a focus 
on the work of modernist writer Robert Musil – an acquaintance of Canetti’s who exercised 
significant influence on the young writer during his formative years in Vienna – Sergej 
Rickenbacher spends considerable time exploring the importance that Stimmung held for fin-de-
siècle modernism in general. As someone who occupied both the world of science and literature, 
Musil offers Rickenbacher a convenient point of departure to explore just how far reaching the 
influence of this concept was; it will also help us to understand its after-effects on Canetti. Not 
only does Stimmung keep its “musikästhetische und psychologische [musico-aesthetic and 
psychological]” references to a “Weltharmonie und Sphärenmusik [world harmony and music of 
the spheres]” that implicitly survived from antiquity through Kant, but it also became an explicit 
topic of inquiry for various sciences, particularly in the domains of physics and psychology.  
In its shift from a strictly aesthetic and intellectual concern to the physical world of 
electromagnetics, psychoacoustics and Gestalt psychology, Stimmung nevertheless maintained its 
relation to the question of world harmony. This is evident in Rickenbacher’s description of 
Stimmung as having found purchase within a culture that was grappling with a decaying cosmos 
as well as a dissipating subject. The increasing interest in Stimmung within science, philosophy, 
art and everyday discourse from about 1850 to 1900 coincided with the corresponding desire “nach 
einem neuen Zusammenhang von Subjekt und Welt [for a new relationship between subject and 
 
6 See Wellbery, ‘Stimmung’, 10–13. Wellbery’s essay has become a key document in a renewed interest in Stimmung, 
primarily for its in-depth history of the term’s various semantic and conceptual shifts. Although he makes reference 
to antiquity and pre-modern understandings of ‘world harmony,’ mostly through Leo Spitzer’s Prolegomena on 
Stimmung, this essay begins mostly with its appearance in Kant’s Critique of Judgment. It is here, he argues, that 
Stimmung becomes an aesthetic term, something it arguably never shakes, even when it goes through a rather 
momentous shift in meaning and scope at around the turn of the 20th century, after which it is central to Heidegger’s 




world].”7 In its more physical sense, an attention to Stimmung allowed for access to a pre-reflective 
space in which the subject was still discernible, offering scientists and poets alike the possibility 
of re-establishing a relationality between the individual and the world from which God had been 
evicted (Nietzsche) and in which the “Ich [I]” had become “unrettbar [irredeemable]” (Mach).  
 Although the import given to Stimmung across various disciplines and in the early work of 
Musil ultimately lies in giving some contour to the disappearing individual subject, Rickenbacher’s 
description of this recuperative effort is infused with the language of relationality and ‘harmony.’ 
Yet despite this emerging understanding of a relational space making its way through science and 
aesthetics, Canetti’s postwar memoirs describe a particularly disjointed world in the years between 
1905 and 1935.8 He paints a world populated by self-interested individuals as a “witches’ cauldron, 
steaming and bubbling,” full of “opinions, the hardcores of convictions” that existed seemingly 
independent of one another.9 The attempts to soothe this seething confusion with theories and 
philosophical speculation that promised to impose order were met by the young Canetti not only 
as toothless ventures but as often adding to the problem: they not only failed in their attempt to 
reconcile the individual with its world, but they often deepened the very divisions they initially 
claimed to overcome. What appears to be the main problem for Canetti is that the relational space 
disclosed by Stimmung was essentially papered over by the superficiality of competing abstract 
discourses. These sought either to explain away the problem at hand, or to remove oneself from it 
 
7 Rickenbacher, Wissen Um Stimmung, 19–20. 
8 These dates are in reference to the three of a total of five planned volumes of Canetti’s autobiography that were 
published during his life time: Die Fackel im Ohr: Lebensgeschichte 1921 - 1931 (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer 
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1995); Das Augenspiel: Lebensgeschichte, 1931-1937 (München: C. Hanser, 1985). 
9 Elias Canetti, The Torch in My Ear, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1983), 52 (54). 
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altogether, rather than paying close attention to the immanent conditions which binds individuals 
to each other in the first place.10 
A brief example from Canetti’s first novel Die Blendung (1935) helps to illustrate what he 
has in mind during these early years as a writer. The radical break in communication between the 
rational individual and the intuitive social world is exemplified by the figure of Peter Kien, a famed 
Sinologist and archetypical Büchermensch. As a ‘head without a world’ whose philosophical and 
epistemological sympathies ally themselves with a naïve and self-serving understanding of neo-
Kantian idealism, Kien’s quest to ‘know’ the world of human activity can only occur from an 
irreducible distance from it. In an early scene we encounter the amusing absurdity that such an 
approach entails. While on a morning walk, Kien overhears a man asking another for directions to 
Mutstraße. When Kien notices that the man being asked for directions remains silent, he is 
surprised: 
so there were other silent people besides himself to be found in the busy streets. 
Without looking up he listened for more. How would the questioner behave in the 
face of this silence? ‘Excuse me please, could you perhaps tell me where Mut 
Strasse is?’ So; he grew more polite; he had no better luck. The other man still made 
no reply . . . Kien’s appetite for knowledge was whetted; idle curiosity he did not 
know. He decided to observe this silent man, on condition of course that he still 
remained silent. Not a doubt of it, the man was deep in thought and determined to 
avoid any interruption. Still he said nothing. Kien applauded him.11 
 
da gab es auf offener Straße noch außer ihm schweigsame Menschen. Ohne 
aufzublicken, horchte er hin. Wie würde sich der Fragende zu dieser Stummheit 
verhalten? «Verzeihen Sie, bitte, können Sie mir vielleicht sagen, wo hier die 
Mutstraße ist?» Er steigerte seine Höflichkeit; sein Glück blieb gleich gering. Der 
andere sagte nichts . . . Kiens Wißbegier war geweckt, Neugier kannte er nicht. Er 
 
10 See William Collins Donahue, The End of Modernism: Elias Canetti’s Auto-Da-Fé (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2001). Donahue’s book takes as its focus Canetti’s first and only novel Auto-da-Fé (Die 
Blendung) and its challenge against those who tried to “think away (wegdenken)” the social crises of the interwar 
period. Donahue goes into far more depth than I do here as to how Canetti’s novel (and subsequent work) exposes the 
short-comings and dangers posed by both neo-Kantian and neo-empiricist approaches that were in fashion during this 
period. As is my interest, the focus here ultimately lands on the status of the subject and its relation to the social world, 
as well as Canetti’s position as a ‘modernist’ thinker as somewhere between Adorno and Lukács. 
11 Elias Canetti, Auto Da Fé (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000), 14. 
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nahm sich vor, den Schweiger anzusehen, vorausgesetzt, daß er auch jetzt in seiner 
Stummheit verharrte. Zweifellos war der Mann in Gedanken und wünschte jede 
Unterbrechung zu vermeiden. Wieder sagt er nichts. Kein belobte ihn.12 
 
The situation escalates as the man asking for directions becomes increasingly agitated. Kien is then 
shocked out of his distant curiosity when he feels “a nasty jolt.” It is here that he realizes that the 
silent man he had been observing favorably was in fact himself.  
Kien’s “appetite for knowledge” evidently contents itself from a cold and silent distance 
from the social sphere. Perhaps most dangerous of all is the fact that this perception is based on a 
narcissistic self-objectification that colors Kien’s cognition. Unable to reconcile his rationalizing 
self with the experiential body directly involved in social intercourse, Canetti offers a prescient 
warning against Kien’s detachment: the embodied world which he neglects inevitably reasserts 
itself against the senseless figure he represents. We can make special note here that Kien is accused 
by his interlocutor of being both deaf (taub) and dumb (stumm), which ultimately appears to be 
the heart of his detachment. Seemingly unable to ‘hear’ the man asking for directions, and at the 
same time silent, or schweigsam, with no voice of his own in this encounter (we could say 
Stimmlos), Kien is ultimately unable to relate to the world in any meaningful way and puts himself 
in danger. 
Canetti’s novel famously ends with Kien finding his demise in self-immolation along with 
his books, evoking the metaphorical blinding that occurs by staring too intently at the light of 
Aufklärung. As he mentions at the end of his memoir Die Fackel im Ohr (1980), such a worldview 
indeed helped to constitute “the ignitability of the world” that would soon actualize itself in the 
second World War.13 Recalling that the original title for the novel was Kant fängt Feuer (Kant 
 
12 Elias Canetti, Die Blendung, Fischer 696 (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 2007), 14–15. 
13 Canetti, The Torch in My Ear, 371 (344). 
 
 85 
Catches Fire), and that Kien’s original name was indeed Kant, Canetti’s novel launches a direct 
attack against what he deemed an insufficient and dangerously incendiary epistemology that had 
reemerged toward the end of the previous century. The implicit warning here seems to be of a 
potential backdraft if attempts at knowing the world are not sufficiently aerated. 
 How the foreclosure of the space of Stimmung by epistemological and critical positions 
directly relates to breathing can be initially understood by considering Canetti’s professional 
activities during this time as well as the historical moment in which he began to write. As a doctoral 
student of chemistry at the University of Vienna between 1924-1929, Canetti records a profound 
disappointment with his chosen field’s emphasis on utility, profitability and especially its 
complicity with the development of poison gas for use in the previous war. This lack of an ethical 
orientation toward the social world and its noxious effects on human life are a topic he treats with 
regret throughout those pages of his memoirs that recall these years.14 Yet we also find in these 
same pages the possibility of a deliverance from this disappointment that will color the rest of his 
career. This is most notably present in his major work, Crowds and Power, which was dually 
inspired by his witnessing a demonstration in Frankfurt following the assassination of Walther 
Rathenau in 1922 and, a few years later in 1927, his participation in the protests that eventually 
led to the burning of the Vienna Palace of Justice.15  
 
14 While Canetti doesn’t directly mention Fritz Haber, the disappointment with both chemistry’s complicity with 
industry and war can be gleaned from this figure who, despite having overseen the weaponization of chlorine gas 
during World War I, was nevertheless awarded the Nobel Prize in 1918 for his involvement in the Haber-Bosch 
Process that allowed for the synthesis of ammonia from atmospheric nitrogen. This process was instrumental in 
making possible the industrial mass production of fertilizer, though this was also used to produce explosives during 
the war. See also Sloterdijk, Foams: Spheres Volume III: Plural Spherology, 3:98–99. In this third volume of his 
Sphären project, Sloterdijk finds in Haber the embodiment of humanism’s complicity with what he calls modernity’s 
atmo-terrorism: “The Nobel laureate Fritz Haber,” he writes, “declared himself a glowing patriot and humanist 
throughout his life. As he asserted in his farewell letter of October 1, 1933 to his institute, he was proud to have served 
the fatherland in wartime and humanity in peacetime.” 
15 Canetti, The Torch in My Ear, 79–81. 
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For Canetti, these crowd experiences, especially the Viennese episode, deliver a highly 
intimate rapprochement with the social world. What particularly stands out about the accounts 
found throughout his memoirs is that his experiences within the crowd are remarkably intuitive 
and at the same time relate an almost mystical collective “state of intoxication” that is largely 
described in atmospheric terms. The attraction Canetti feels toward the crowd is one he cannot 
help speaking of as a gravitational force that, like a “resonant wind,”16 pulls him into its orbit and 
fully dissolves him.17 He describes his intoxication as a loss, remembering, “you forgot yourself, 
you felt tremendously remote and yet fulfilled, whatever you felt, you didn’t feel it for yourself; it 
was the most selfless thing you knew.”18  
The overwhelming feeling of a shared selflessness within the crowd would eventually 
come to inform Canetti’s concept of the discharge, or Entladung, with which he begins Crowds 
and Power. Within the context of the crowd phenomenon as Canetti treats it, the discharge points 
to the liberation both from the selfishness represented by the individualized and hardened opinions 
that imposed themselves from all sides, as well as the fear of being touched (eine 
Berührungsfurcht) that maintained social distances in everyday civil life. These distances, he 
argues, are those created by rank and status, wealth and property, disciplinarity and ideology, and 
are essentially revealed as ‘artificial’ insofar as they are socially and economically constructed. 
Canetti famously argues at the beginning of his book that when physical distance is erased within 
the crowd, the fear of being touched, which underlies the distances on which the social is 
constructed, also dissipates. As bodies press up against one another a pervasive feeling of equality 
arises in which distinctions are dissolved, and in which feeling oneself becomes indistinguishable 
 
16 Canetti, 248. 
17 Canetti, 245. 
18 Canetti, 94. 
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from feeling the other.19 The discharge therefore understands itself as a relief from the imposed 
burden of an isolated individuality, a sort of deliverance that loosens the ego’s grip and allows for 
the individual’s supposed interiority and the exterior environment populated by others to coalesce, 
revealing new possibilities for potential action. 
It is in this expansion of the possible, marked by “the blast of the trumpet at the Last 
Judgment,” that Canetti finds an emancipatory function of the crowd experience that might offer 
something other than the image of the menacing mob which, operating purely on instinct, was 
previously supposed to threaten the order of civilization.20 In fact, it is through the crowd 
experience that Canetti first comes to an understanding of the space of breathing. While the crowd, 
and what we might call the breathing commons, are not necessarily identical or even strictly 
analogous, there is a relation between the two in that the discharge central to the crowd experience 
reveals the existence of this shared breathing place that marks both the first and last vestige of 
human freedom.21 The problem that Canetti identifies in previous studies of crowd phenomena, 
namely those by Gustav le Bon and Sigmund Freud, is ultimately one of methodology. Of 
particular issue was the fact that both le Bon and Freud approached the crowds from a pre-
determined ideological standpoint, thereby overstepping the question of the physical-affective 
atmospheric context in which they appear while presupposing that the crowd as inherently 
antagonistic to ‘civilization’ and its assumed order. In doing so, they ultimately undertake their 
studies in this register, sealing them within a conceptual framework that overlooks their more 
positive potential. What Canetti importantly points out is that the crowd’s opening up to the 
common place of breathing marks it not as necessarily antagonistic to the order of civilization. 
 
19 Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1984), 15–16. 
20 Canetti, The Torch in My Ear, 94. 
21 Canetti, The Human Province, 1–2. 
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Rather, he discovers there civilization’s very grounds: it appears to be the site of this order’s 
emergence in the first place.22 
Recalling the understanding of Stimmung that was in the air during the early part of the 
century, we can identify here a strong correlation between the experience of Entladung and a 
momentary flash of the relational sphere of Stimmung that Rickenbacher describes in Musil’s 
work. Many have in fact dwelled on this point in Musil that can be applied to Canetti as well. The 
trumpet blast that marks the expansion of possibility that Canetti hears in the discharge of the 
crowd resonates with Musil’s “taghelle Mystik,” or daylight mysticism that reveals an “andere 
Zustand.” This revelatory moment that gives us a glimpse of an ‘other condition’ reveals the 
illusory nature of what we take for everyday reality. Like the Entladung that always ends by 
returning us from intoxication to sobriety, this other condition is, however, ultimately grounded in 
reason. This oscillatory experience in which a “union with the unknown” is felt with both feet 
planted firmly on the ground underwrites Musil’s interest in a mystical loss of self and alternate 
forms of temporality and symbolic action through which he sought to resolve the tension between 
scientific rationalism and mystical ecstasy.23 Canetti’s experience within the crowd, and especially 
his writing about it, can be considered along these same lines, implicating a larger cultural concern 
with recuperating a dimension of human experience that was seemingly absent within a rational 
framework. 
 
22 See Roberto Esposito, Categories of the Impolitical (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015). Esposito’s 
encounter with Canetti offers a reading of the role of what he calls the ‘impolitical’ that exists within Canetti’s 
thinking. While there is nowhere near enough space to fully address this idea in this dissertation, I only want to mention 
that Esposito’s description of the ‘impolitical,’ which is not counter to the political but rather exists within it or behind 
it is very close if not almost analogous to what I want to address when I speak of a quasi-aporetic moment in terms of 
Stimmung, as the unrepresentable line that blurs the distinction between subject and object. In this sense, we find 
another way to speak of Canetti as taking a ‘line of flight’ from the available discursive dichotomies rather than 
confront them head-on.  
23 Genese Grill, ‘The “Other” Musil: Robert Musil and Mysticism’, in A Companion to the Works of Robert Musil, ed. 
Philip Payne et al. (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2010), 333–35. 
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Like his older contemporary, Canetti was well aware of the dangers that come along with 
opening the door to this porous ‘other condition’ in which a constant state of un-becoming and 
becoming takes place. He is rather insistent on not allowing for full escape into the intoxication he 
describes above. As he recounts in Die Fackel im Ohr (1980), Canetti recognizes that along with 
the sense of freedom experienced in the discharge within the crowd comes the simultaneous loss 
of freedom: he admits that something was happening to him, as though the sensation were “half 
delirium, half paralysis.”24  
This admission implicitly locates a danger inherent to the thinking we come across 
elsewhere in the memoirs, particularly in the figure of his childhood friend Fredl Waldinger. This 
self-proclaimed Buddhist, and others like him, not only welcomed but entirely gave themselves 
over to the intoxicating promises that offered a response to a felt lack of the material social world. 
Such resignation is met with a disgust for the inherently nihilistic and anti-vital tone that Canetti 
hears in Waldinger’s confession of having long ago “seen the worthlessness of a life that doesn’t 
free itself from its involvement. His goal,” Canetti writes, “was the gradual snuffing of life, 
Nirvana, which seemed like death to me.”25 It is clear that for Waldinger, no such higher unity 
with others as Canetti experienced it in the crowd is possible, as it would entail remaining within 
the weighty material reality of the social world. Waldinger’s position articulates an understanding 
of salvation as a radically individual project that could only come about through an inward turn, a 
removal of the self from material affairs in order to commune with the oneness of the universe.26 
Countering this abdication of the social, Canetti makes clear that the “immense feeling of relief” 
that comes along with the erasing of distances can never entirely transcend the involvement in life, 
 
24 Canetti, The Torch in My Ear, 94. 
25 Canetti, 81; Canetti, Die Fackel im Ohr, 79. 
26 See Canetti, The Torch in My Ear. 
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but can, or must rather inform an engagement with it.27 He admits that the moment of discharge 
“is based on an illusion,”28 and that eventually, those who feel equal to one another return to their 
former lives carved out in distances. To give in to the feeling of relief entirely would be analogous 
to relinquishing agency and responsibility for the concerns of the social world. 
The task that Canetti sets for himself – perhaps under the influence of Musil – is to develop 
a literary practice capable of recreating the sort of “taghelle Mystik” that would elicit the same 
feeling of discharge felt within the crowd. With the making explicit of this underlying pre-reflexive 
conditions that Stimmung or atmosphere refers to, the structures that dictate the degree to which 
distances between individuals appear as natural, are put into relief.29 
 
Der wahre Dichter – The True Writer 
 
A question ultimately arises here as to how one can harness this experience of Entladung or 
discharge in literary practice while avoiding the accidental promotion of a total loss of the 
individual. Two texts published together in Das Gewissen der Worte in 1976 give perhaps the most 
explicit account of how Canetti’s fascination with Entladung informed his understanding of 
literature and especially its aesthetic, critical and social function. The first of these texts, a speech 
originally delivered in 1936, also serves as a founding document for the importance that Canetti 
attributes to breathing. Delivered in Vienna, Canetti’s speech was given in honor of Austrian writer 
and critic Hermann Broch, who was well-known primarily for Die Schlafwandler (1930-1932), a 
 
27 Canetti, Crowds and Power, 18. 
28 Canetti, 18. 
29 See Stan, The Art of Distances. Stan’s study, which includes a chapter on Canetti that begins from his statement that 
“all life … is laid out in distances,” argues that Canetti’s Crowds and Power as well as his memoirs is a proposal for 
a ‘reformation of the social sphere,’ that, as I also argue, is not necessarily a maintenance of the overcoming of 
distances experienced within the crowd, but a ‘tactful’ rewriting of distances. 
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trilogy of novels that explored the discomfort and dangers of society’s revaluation that ultimately 
anticipated the rise of National Socialism.  
As Dagmar Barnouw points out, Canetti’s laudatio offers more insight into his own 
conception of a poetic project than it does the views of his friend and philosophical mentor.30 
Responding to the immediate historical conditions (three years after Hitler’s rise in Germany, and 
two before Austria’s annexation) the speech takes the form of a treatise expressing an aesthetic 
resistance to the uncritical attitudes towards the ‘epistemological moods’ that subtended the 
spiritlessness and anxiety pervading the interwar period. At the heart of this warning stands the 
conviction that catastrophe was imminent so long as Europe continued to “[inhale] the stifling 
atmosphere with their daily breath,” causing them to breathe “a little more hectically and 
insistently” in a sort of unconscious panic.31  
Canetti’s diagnosis of the panic that marked the interwar period’s perceived loss of 
wholeness and lack of social cohesion is therefore addressed through this trope of breathing. In 
many ways, the picture that he paints of the world echoes Weber’s conclusions concerning 
modernity’s rationalization and subsequent fragmentation of all areas of life. But whereas Weber’s 
formulation of disenchantment connotes a sort of magische Handlung tied to a certain form of pre-
scientific primitivism that had been dispelled by the intellectualization and rationalization of the 
modern world, Canetti’s presentation of the same crisis strongly implies that the problem is more 






30 Dagmar Barnouw, Elias Canetti (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1979), 41. 
31 Elias Canetti, The Play of the Eyes, trans. Ralph Manheim (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1986), 5 (11). 
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Astonishment [das Staunen] used to be the mirror people would talk about, the 
mirror that brought phenomena [Erscheinungen] to a smoother and calmer surface. 
Today this mirror is shattered and the splinters of astonishment have become small. 
But no phenomenon is reflected by itself in even the tiniest splinter. Ruthlessly, 
each phenomenon pulls its opposite along. Whatever you see and how little you 
see, it cancels itself out when you see it.32  
 
Das Staunen war einmal wohl jener Spiegel, von dem gerne gesprochen wird, der 
die Erscheinungen auf eine glattere und ruhigere Fläche brachte. Heute ist dieser 
Spiegel zerschlagen und die Splitter des Staunens sind klein geworden. Aber selbst 
im kleinsten Splitter spiegelt sich keine Erscheinung allein; unbarmherzig zerrt sie 
ihr Entgegengesetztes mit; was du auch siehst und so wenig du siehst, es hebt sich 
von selbst, indem du es siehst, wieder auf. 
 
The evocation of a broken mirror might bring to mind the image of the shattered subject of 
modernity that was increasingly unable to recognize a cohesive representation of itself; this led it 
to search for holistic representations elsewhere, or to hopelessly resign to any form of subjectivity 
at all. Either way, with this prior cohesion rendered impossible, the modern subject is put into 
crisis and forced to exist within, or as the “tortured gravel of everyday life [die gequälten Kiesel 
des Alltags].”33 But the image that Canetti presents here also offers a potential for another future. 
While refusing the possibility of reconstructing this mirror, which would inevitably leave visible 
cracks, the emphasis on visuality with the use of “Erscheinungen” speaks to the distancing, and 
perhaps even illusory nature of the previous astonishment with the world that is based on the visual 
experience. In what follows, Canetti marks what can be understood as an alternative or broader 
aesthetic perception that moves away from the privileged visual perspective in favor of an attention 
to Stimmung, to all that exists between and behind visual and discursive appearances.  
 
32 Canetti, Conscience, 2–3; Elias Canetti, Das Gewissen Der Worte: Essays (München: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1975), 
10–11. 
33 Canetti, Conscience, 3; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 11. 
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 To this end, Canetti finds in Broch a convenient figure to articulate his shift in attention 
toward the atmospheres that constitute Stimmungen. Through Broch, Canetti conceives of an 
aesthetic encounter with the world that stands apart from some of modernism’s tendencies toward 
an aestheticism as an escape from material and social relations, as well as in the work of 
philosophers and poets who found an inherent and viable social critique in promises of antiquity, 
primitivism and importations of Eastern religions – on this last point, there is no lack of examples 
to which Canetti could have referred. In addition to the rational abstractions of well-known 
philosophies and forays into German Buddhism, the interwar era was pervaded by aesthetic and 
political hopes inspired by the romanticism of Novalis and Hölderlin whose renewed influence in 
the early part of the century helped to amplify the calls for a new national spirit modeled on an 
idealized antiquity, especially in Germany.34 Such pretenses to being “above [one’s] time,” Canetti 
quips, amounted to nothing more than playing the part of “an experimental cultural historian, 
ingeniously testing on himself what must be correct according to his reliable report.”35 As we 
witnessed with Peter Kien, such a position resulted in a sensory deprived narcissism, the dangers 
of which were becoming increasingly apparent in public life. 
  Opposing these increasingly familiar figures, Canetti presents what he refers to as der 
wahre Dichter, or the true writer. Moving beyond the general conception of the Dichter as anyone 
who merely writes fiction, Canetti instead hearkens back to the orator of myth, a confabulator who 
 
34 See Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), 57–65. Although the 
focus of Gay’s book is on Weimar era Germany, the re-emergence and influence of Romantic figures such as Hölderlin 
and Novalis, not to mention Heinrich von Kleist and Georg Büchner, had a far-reaching effect on Austrian modernists 
as well. Besides the nationalistic fervor that began to circle around these poets, as described by Gay, we also find here 
an account of their death drive by critic Walter Muschg which Canetti seems to echo in his own critiques. As is the 
case with Canetti’s friend Waldinger, both Canetti and Muschg take issue with the “love affair with death” that became 
fashionable among young men especially. Gay quotes Fritz Strich’s critique of Kleist’s work as “converting lust for 
life into a blissful wish for death – Lebensucht in Todesseligkeit.” (63) 
35 Canetti, Conscience, 3; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 11. 
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communicates the truth of Being in a language that enjoys a closer proximity to a truer reality. The 
Dichter therefore stands not only as a model for a literary practice, but ultimately for the Bildung 
or formation of a subject that is intimately attuned to a truer reality that had been papered over 
with abstractions.  
What is immediately striking about der wahre Dichter is their possession of a fundamental 
baseness, a nakedness that recalls la pensée d’animal that philosophical thought and language had 
all but forgotten or cast off.36 Canetti describes this writer as the “dog of his time [der Hund seiner 
Zeit],” who is completely and hopelessly in thrall with the modern moment to which, fettered on 
a “short, unbreakable chain,” they serve as its “serf and bondsman, its lowest slave.”37 While he 
concedes that this writer might hear the “whistles from above,” they do not, nor are they capable 
of running towards these proverbial dog whistles that claim to offer a unifying vantage point. The 
Dichter recognizes that they lack the freedom and ability to move beyond their own situation. 
From such an anti-idealistic and expressly physiological point of view, the writer sheds the burden 
of bourgeois virtue and corresponding values sanctified by philosophical systems and legitimizing 
scientific progress. Instead, this writer gives in to their base instincts, to what Canetti refers to, 
with tongue in cheek, as a vice, ein Laster. As “der Hund seiner Zeit,” 
[The writer] runs across its grounds, stops here and there; seemingly at random . . . 
Indeed, he sticks his damp nose into everything, nothing is left out, he also returns, 
he starts all over again, he is insatiable . . . He never gets enough, and likewise, he 
never gets it fast enough; why, it is as though he had learned to run especially for 





36 See Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, trans. David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2008). Derrida writes of animal, or poetic thought: “thinking concerning the animal [la pensée de l’animal], if there is 
such a thing, derives from poetry. There you have a thesis: it is what philosophy has, essentially, had to deprive itself 
of. It is the difference between philosophical knowledge and poetic thinking [une pensée poétique]” (7). 
37 Canetti, Conscience, 3; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 11. 
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Er läuft über ihre Gründe hin, bleibt hier stehen und dort; willkürlich scheinbar . . . 
ja, in alles steckt er die feuchte Schnauze, nichts wird ausgelassen, er kehrt auch 
zurück, er beginnt von neuem, er ist unersättlich . . . so wie er nie genug bekommt, 
bekommt er es auch nicht rasch genug; ha es ist als hätte er für das Laster seiner 
Schnauze eigens laufen gelernt.38 
 
Later, Canetti transforms Broch into a bird, further binding him to the environment he inhales:  
[He] occasionally seems like a big, beautiful bird [ein großer, schöner Vogel] 
whose wings have been clipped but whose freedom is otherwise intact. Instead of 
cruelly locking him in a single cage, his tormentors have opened all the cages in the 
world to him. He is still driven by the insatiable air-hunger [Lufthunger] of that fast, 
exalted time; to sate it, he dashes from cage to cage. From each he takes a sample 
of air, which fills him and he carries it away . . . He knows that even after all the 
cages in the world, he will never gather all the air he had before. He always keeps 
his yearning for that great coherence, the freedom over all cages. 
 
. . . und so mutet er zuweilen wie ein großer, schöner Vogel an, dem die Flügel 
gestutzt wurden, aber seine Freiheit sonst belassen. Statt ihn grausam in einen 
einzigen Käfig zu sperren, haben ihm die Peiniger alle Käfige der Welt geöffnet. 
Noch treibt ihn der unersättliche Lufthunger jener raschen, gehobenen Zeit; ihn zu 
sättigen, eilt er von Käfig zu Käfig. Jedem entnimmt er eine Probe der Luft, die ihn 
erfüllt und trägt sie mit sich fort . . . Er weiß, daß er nie, aus allen Käfigen der Welt 
nicht, zusammenatmen wird, was er früher hatte. Seine Sehnsucht nach jenem 
großen Zusammenhang, nach der Freiheit über allen Käfigen, behält er immer.39 
 
Firmly bound to his own time and metabolizing the world through his breathing, Canetti paints an 
image of Broch as a collector of atmospheres that surround people “which contained the air that 
had been in their lungs, the air they exhaled.”40 Such an animalistic and irrationally motivated vice 
of breathing comes to displace the primacy of the eyes for the nose, mouth and beak, all of which, 
along with the other senses, are subsumed under this vice.  
Besides giving shape to der wahre Dichter and a new literature, the Broch Rede puts into 
question a larger epistemic disposition that invested heavily in what might be called an empirical 
objective reality. By acknowledging that “[t]here is more to sense wherever people are together in 
 
38 Canetti, Conscience, 3–4; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 11–12. 
39 Canetti, Conscience, 9; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 17. 
40 Canetti, The Play of the Eyes, 25; Canetti, Das Augenspiel, 32. 
 
 96 
a room and are breathing,” and that action and speech, for instance, “fill the room with new and 
strange vibrations, catastrophic changes in the earlier status,” Canetti injects the overlooked Atem-
Räume, or breathing places, whose presence reveals a rejected ‘irrationality’ in the framing of the 
empiricist discourse.41 Such injections were similarly emerging from within phenomenological 
milieus, including Husserl’s Lebenswelt, von Uexküll’s Umwelt, Ludwig Binswanger’s notion of 
gestimmte Räume, not to mention Heidegger’s attention to Stimmung in Sein und Zeit, which puts 
the question of ‘mood’ and its relation to the spatial connotations of Dasein front and center. In 
one form or another, all of these orientations toward the phenomenological and subjective nature 
of the world importantly considered the dynamic and mutually conditioning relationship that exists 
between individual interlocutors and those same individuals and the physical and cultural spaces 
that they occupy. 
Canetti, however, differs from these figures insofar as he maintains a distance from any 
philosophical system that would put breathing at risk by subsuming it under a conceptual 
framework. It is in this vein that, alluding to Broch, Canetti understood ‘creative writing’ or 
dichten, as the expression of “an impatience of knowledge [Ungeduld der Erkenntnis]”42 that is far 
better suited to communicate the phenomenal sensation of breathing that was beyond the purview 
of Wissenschaft. By focusing on the space of breathing, Canetti saw the true writer as having 
 
41 Canetti, Conscience, 8; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 16–17. 
42 See Hermann Broch, Der Tod Des Vergil (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976), 353. Canetti’s citation of 
this phrase, which would later appear in Broch’s 1945 novel, differs slightly, though this difference is worth taking a 
look at. The difference lies in a shift from an “Ungeduld der Erkenntnis” to an “Ungedult nach Erkenntnis” that opens 
the reader up to a productive ambiguity. Not only, as in the first formulation, is knowledge the subject experiencing 
impatience, but in the second, we find an impatience for knowledge itself, suggesting a radically different 
understanding of ‘knowledge’ as one lying outside the generally accepted use of the term. In either case, the knowledge 
being sought in Dichtung lies outside the logic of power, exemplified in this case by the Roman emperor Caeser. The 
phrase appears in a dialogue between Vergil and Augustus, and is of further interest here insofar as Broch makes an 
explicit link between poesis (Dichtung) and godliness, suggesting an inherent reach into the mystical experience I will 
explore further below: “Ungeduldig war ich nach Erkenntnis . . . und darum wollte ich alles aufschreiben. . . denn das 
ist Dichtung; ach, Ungeduld nach Erkenntnis ist sie, dies ist ihr Wunsch, und darüber hinaus vermag sie nicht zu 
dringen . . . „ / „Ich stimme dir bei, Vergil, das ist Dichtung; sie umfaßt alles Leben, und darum ist sie göttlich.”  
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insight into the resonances between subject and object – and subject and subject – especially those 
intermediate spaces where individual breaths intermingle and constantly recreate a dynamic and 
intersubjective atmosphere. This sphere of intermingling between subject and object strongly 
resembles the sort of ‘neutral’ sphere of experience beyond a Kantian structure that was being 
posited through the word Stimmung in early twentieth century philosophy.43 Whether described as 
a ‘sphere,’ a ‘threshold,’ or even Vincent Crapanzano’s more recent notion of the ‘scene,’44 
Stimmung understood here as the collectively breathed ‘atmosphere’ exists as the ‘other side’ of 
the reality posited by knowledge which finds its truths through Urteil, or judgment – a primary 
partitioning.  
By implicitly turning his attention to the sphere of Stimmung in which people and their 
actions appear, the true writer reveals the fundamental intersubjective reality of subjectivity itself. 
These breathing places, comprised of multiple breathing centers are an irreducible plurality that 
ultimately constitute “a kind of atmospheric unity [eine Art von atmosphärischer Einheit]” that 
had been rent by knowledge.45 And yet, as a constant exchange and cultivation of breaths within 
what he calls an Atemhaushalt (breathing household, or economy), this unity can never be ‘pinned 
down,’ as it were, and is only ever provisional: as soon as one of these ‘breathing centers’ enters 
or leaves a room, that breathing economy is forever altered. The Atemhaushalt therefore resists an 
absolute closure and interiority.  
 
43 See Ilit Ferber, ‘Stimmung: Heidegger and Benjamin’, in Sparks Will Fly: Benjamin and Heidegger, ed. Andrew E. 
Benjamin and Dimitris Vardoulakis (Albany: SUNY Press, 2015). Ferber’s discussion of the importance that 
Stimmung plays for both Walter Benjamin and Martin Heidegger looks at how the concept allows them to overcome 
the subject-object divide that had become somewhat of a collective project among philosophers in the early twentieth 
century. While in Heidegger, Stimmung has a more implicit spatial emphasis, in that the affected Dasein (assailed by 
a mood) finds itself in the world, Benjamin’s thinking is geared toward using Stimmung as a way toward a higher 
metaphysical experience for which the Kantian understanding of the subject cannot account. For both, however, it 
importantly signifies a threshold, or a verge, between the individual subject and ‘objectivity.’ 
44 See Vincent Crapanzano, ‘The Scene: Shadowing the Real’, Anthropological Theory 6, no. 4 (December 2006): 
387–405. 
45 Canetti, Conscience, 8. 
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Ultimately, Canetti’s dependence on poesis as a viable form of critique can be explained 
with the freedom that the Dichter enjoys to make use of metaphor. This freedom, as it were, allows 
the Dichter to stands at least arm’s length from methodological and conceptual conventions that 
were increasingly unable to speak to a truer dimension of experience: namely the ability to 
transform and resist identity in the same way that the Atemhaushalt ultimately resists closure and 
interiority. This distance is precisely that which allows an intimate proximity to that which is most 
familiar, even if overlooked.  
Within the postwar context in which Canetti’s speech was first published, the language of 
Atemhaushalt begins to reveal resonances with poststructuralist critiques of power that centered 
on discursive and institutional structures. His interest in the economies of breath shares a similar 
impetus with Foucault’s elucidation of the apparatus or dispositif through which power operates. 
The interest in Foucault’s work for “systems of relations” that exist between a “heterogenous 
ensemble” of institutions and discourses ultimately sought to enact a ‘strategic elaboration’ of the 
subject’s formation. In doing so he sought to reveal potential openings in which liberatory practices 
can be exercised.46 This aligns with Canetti’s own contribution to an emerging deconstruction of 
the myth of an isolated individuality that serves to raise an awareness of the extent to which 
breathing – and by extension the body that breaths – figures in the framing of the interpretive frame 
that posits such a myth. As Crapanzano argues in his discussion of the ‘scene,’ (which, although 
refracted through a psychoanalytic lens, I take to be a close relative of Stimmung) it is this frame, 
itself en-framed by the atmosphere, that dictates which “discursive conventions” and “hermeneutic 
and axiological procedures” prevail for interpretation and evaluation. It is in these framing 
 
46 Michel Foucault, ‘The Confessions of the Flesh’, in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 
1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1980), 194–95; Michel Foucault, ‘Space, Knowledge, and 
Power’, in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow, trans. Christian Hubert (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 245. 
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negotiations, he goes on to write, that “power . . . insinuates itself most effectively and blindly into 
discourse and its precipitations of reality” as well as the relationship between the interior empirical 
limits of an epistemology and what it casts out.47 Canetti, however, situates himself beyond the 
bounds of a professionalized critique in which Foucault is engaged, and implicitly challenges the 
heavy inflection of ‘objectivity’ found within this orientation toward the dispositif. What is 
evidently missing here is that which Stimmung injects, namely the subjective disposition, that 
depends on elucidating an embodied and affected breathing being.   
It is at this point that Canetti’s critical impetus becomes clear. He notably ends his speech 
with a foreboding, yet prescient warning meant both to remind his audience of the recent past of 
the first world war, and to stress the importance for rethinking the representation and encounter 
with the spaces within which life takes place. He situates Broch’s writing – and the delivery of his 
own speech – “between war and war, gas war and gas war.”48 Having forgotten the grounds of 
existence, he argues, his audience had also forgotten the degree to which human beings are 
defenseless when it comes to breathing, leaving this dimension of life open for science and power’s 
unhindered involvement, whether by firmly grasping it or casting it out of its epistemic purview. 
This leads Canetti to warn that the air, “das uns allen gemeinsam war, soll uns alle gemeinsam 
vergiften. Wir wissen es, aber wir spüren es noch nicht, denn unsere Kunst ist das Atmen nicht 
[which has belonged to all of us collectively, shall poison all of us collectively. We know it, but 




47 Crapanzano, ‘The Scene’, 400. 
48 Canetti, Conscience, 13; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 22. 
49 Canetti, Conscience, 13; Canetti, Das Gewissen, 22. 
 
 100 
‘Taghelle Mystik’: Mythos and Metamorphosis 
 
Although Canetti presents us with der wahre Dichter as the figure who is to disclose Stimmungen 
in literary form, the question still remains as to how breathing becomes our art, that is, in what 
literary form does the true writer make this disclosure? This question, I argue, is taken up by 
Canetti in a 1976 speech Der Beruf des Dichters, which bookends Das Gewissen der Worte (1977) 
along with the Broch Rede, which is first published in this same volume. Although the speech does 
not explicitly refer to breathing, it nevertheless resounds within his description of the responsibility 
with which the Dichter is tasked.  
Canetti begins this speech by spending some time dwelling on the historical moment of 
deep uncertainty. With the transition away from the period of prosperity marked by the 
Wirtschaftswunder, the deflation of New Left promises, the rise of an emergent neoliberal order, 
and the bifurcation of the world into two ideological encampments armed with nuclear weapons, 
Canetti reiterates the importance of reviving the Dichter and the ethical responsibility that this 
figure and their work has to their public. As was the case in 1936, the true writer was to help correct 
the charge that Broch made against a prevailing rationalism and empiricism that, in its “[striving] 
for a rational understanding of the world in its totality, knowledge had had increasingly little to 
say about human experience."50 The Dichter and their poetic praxis was to once again begin at the 
point where philosophy had gone the way of science when it removed “its most urgent questions 
from its logical space or, as Wittgenstein says, [expelled] them into mysticism.”51 Generally 
speaking, the task he outlines here is to create a space of relief from a world he describes as 
weighed down by the cold, scientific and speculative rationality that increasingly privileged profit 
 
50 Hermann Broch, Geist and Zeitgeist: The Spirit in an Unspiritual Age, trans. John Hargraves (New York: 
Counterpoint, 2002), 47. 
51 Quoted in Canetti, Conscience, 6. 
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and promises of comfort and security than it did human life. But as the echoes of Broch above 
make clear, the task also includes a foray into what had been cast off into the shadows of mystical 
thought and practice in order to recuperate that which had been deemed ‘unserious’ or ‘irrational’ 
by the empirical sciences, or Wissenschaften more broadly. 
More specifically, Canetti charges the Dichter with the responsibility of serving as the 
“keeper of metamorphoses,” or Verwandlungen.52 As this keeper, the Dichter not only protects the 
ancient literary tradition of mythology – the narrative form of transformative experience par 
excellence, and since cast as primitive fables or artifacts of mystical rituals – but they also 
epitomize the ability to metamorphize themselves and remind others of their ability to do the same. 
The crucial importance of such transformation lies for Canetti in its essentially evasive quality 
which he describes at length in Crowds and Power. Referencing examples from various myths and 
anthropological accounts, metamorphosis appears here as inherently antithetical to modern 
conceptions of Western power that rely on stasis and permanence.53 The imposed reality of stasis 
with which such power constitutes itself and maintains itself through its own narratives, is one that 
is ultimately born of an unease with the “increasing fluidity of [human] nature.”54 This unease, 
Canetti writes, eventually solidifies a fear of this impermanence and the eventual repression of a 
gift of transformation that is innate to all human beings. 
The figure of the Shaman becomes one of many useful counter-images to the subject of a 
world in which this atrophy of transformation has seemingly become complete. Just as Broch 
transformed into “der Hund seiner Zeit” and “ein großer, schöner Vogel” Canetti looks to the 
 
52 See Jeremy Adler, ‘Afterword’, in Party in the Blitz: The English Years, by Elias Canetti, trans. Michael Hofmann 
(New York: New Directions, 2005), 228. Adler mentions in passing that the Dicther’s task of “guardian of the myths 
of every people” originates in a 1943 text by Franz Baermann Steiner, an ethnologist and close friend of Canetti’s as 
well as a fellow exile in England of Austro-Hungarian origins. 
53 Canetti, Crowds and Power, 382. 
54 Canetti, 382. 
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Shaman, whose gift of embodying whatever spirit was necessary offered a model of being that 
stood against a “world of achievement and specialization that sees nothing but peaks, towards 
which one strives in a kind of linear focus.”55 In this linear world, he continues, metamorphosis is 
prohibited precisely because it “hinders the overall goal of production” while stifling “whatever 
earlier human qualities are still extant.”56 In addition to the ritualistic transformation witnessed in 
the Shaman, Canetti also turns to a nineteenth century study of Bushman folklore. What interests 
him here is not so much the truth value of this study as much as it is the account of their belief in 
an ability to transform into other people and animals. The talent that the Bushman possesses – and 
what Canetti argues all humans possess – is the ability to attune oneself to empathic presentiments 
or precognitions: “They feel in their bodies that certain events are going to happen. There is a kind 
of beating of the flesh which tells them things. Their letters, as they say, are in their bodies. These 
letters speak and move and make their bodies move.”57 Canetti will ultimately argue that myth 
offers the space in which other possibilities are made viable and contingencies discoverable. This 
occurs not through rationalization alone, but through empathy and affect as well. What he seeks in 
myth, which I suggest he had mind in his previous discussion of the Atem-Bild, is a link between 
such empathic embodied experience and writing – something that was simultaneously finding 
more explicit articulation in the work of feminist critics. 
Canetti’s emphasis here is on the ethical importance of this transformative power as one 
that makes it possible to “become anybody and everybody, even the smallest, the most naïve, the 
most powerless person.”58 In addition to offering examples that counter static conceptions of 
 
55 Canetti, Conscience, 162. 
56 Canetti, 162. 
57 Canetti, Crowds and Power, 339. 
58 Canetti, Conscience, 162. 
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identity and power, the revival of myth in its most primitive form and its consciousness of the 
atmospheres in which life takes place, also emerges as an attempt to re-establish metamorphosis 
as a central concept within the collective narratives through which communal values are in constant 
negotiation. Recalling that myth’s central effect lay precisely in the entwinement between 
imagination and reality as well as its communal character that has traditionally been based in 
repetitive oral transmission, mythopoesis is presented here in its ritual nature that could have 
potential value in contemporary society. Dagmar Barnouw stresses that Canetti takes this holistic 
aspect of myth very seriously for the reason that he understood myth “as an act of speaking to one 
another, as the construction of meaning, the understanding of significance [als Akt des zueinander 
Sprechens, als Konstituierung von Sinn, Verstehen von Bedeutung].”59 The importance here no 
doubt lies in its dependence on bodies, breathing with and through lungs and mouths, and not 
merely conceptual corpses. The camel in Marrakech can therefore be read as a projection of a 
dominated form of life whose resistance is based in its ability to both smell by breathing and to 
transform accordingly.   
The speech Canetti gives under the title Der Beruf des Dichters identifies the lack in 1976 
of a collective narrative that could consciously account for such embodiment and, consequently, a  
corresponding resistance. Bringing myth back in this way would reveal how power and action 
function in relation to such narratives that take place in and appeal to collective Stimmungen. The 
problem Canetti raises in the Broch Rede – that breathing is only known and not felt – is therefore 
the implicit task he sets for the writer forty years later. This relationship between Stimmungen, 
affect and power is however not new. As was already mentioned in the introduction to this 
 
59 Dagmar Barnouw, ‘Zeit Und Verwandlung. Der Anthropologische Blick’, in ‘Ein Dichter Braucht Ahnen’: Elias 
Canetti Und Die Europäische Tradition, ed. Gerald Stieg and Jean-Marie Valentin, Jahrbuch Für Internationale 
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dissertation, we find it described in an aphorism written almost a century earlier by Nietzsche. Not 
unsurprisingly, Nietzsche’s observation revolves around the disappearance of an absolute referent 
found in god who served an affirming role in the actions of power. What had historically been 
understood as ‘the most reasonable path,’ he writes, was in fact nothing more than the feeling of a 
“cheerful resolution” that was mistaken as “the effect of a god who promises success and who in 
this manner gives expression to his reason as the highest rationality.”60 With this god having 
disappeared, Nietzsche ends by presciently asking us to consider the consequences when “clever 
and power-hungry men” stepped into the role of authoritative ‘god’: “‘Create a mood! 
[Stimmungen machen!]’ – one will then require no reasons and conquer all objections!” Stimmung, 
as moods, atmospheres, are what ultimately ground all appeals to reason and, with dichten most 
proximate to these Stimmungen, the critical trajectory of myth takes shape.  
Though Nietzsche warns of the negative potential of this relationship between Stimmung 
and power, Canetti, identifies here the possibility for forging an ethical and empathic relation to 
the social world through the experience of transformation whose stage is this interstitial space of 
Stimmung. Attuning a value system to allow for transformation would necessitate that the form in 
which the narrativization of these values were to take place be also of a transformed and 
transformative nature.  
The understanding of myth and the critical potential that Canetti attributes to it in this 
speech and in other writings, differs in motivation and scope from traditional understandings of 
myth as well as other well-known forays into mythology during the postwar period. In the example 
of the Bushman above, Canetti already differentiates between the felt reality of the Bushman’s 
transformation, and the kind we encounter in myth and fairytales which are taken as “something 
 
60 Nietzsche, Daybreak, sec. 28. 
 
 105 
invented” from the outset.61 This conventional attitude toward myth paints it as something anti-
modern and primitive, discrediting it as child’s play. When it does find purchase among scholars, 
as it did with Claude Lévi-Strauss for example, Canetti points out that valuable opportunities 
nevertheless go missing. Lévi-Strauss’s attempt to reveal the underlying structural similarities 
between ancient myths and modern thought, so as to denature the hubristic self-image of the 
modern scientific subject (much in the way that Adorno and Horkheimer do), ultimately enacted a 
violence toward the function of myth by arresting it within a typology drawn, in this particular 
case, from structural linguistics. Resisting what he takes to be a paradoxical move of systematizing 
myth and reducing it to “gross constituent units” (i.e. the ‘mytheme’), Canetti instead focuses his 
attention on the manifest content of myths and their particular cultural significance.62 By this, he 
means that myth should always be examined in its particularity as a communal and ethically 
constituting narrative practice. This practice is one that involved people who not only told these 
stories but listened to and were affected by them. Lévi-Strauss’ treatment of myth betrays perhaps 
an underlying tendency for scholarship to be fascinated with its own methodology rooted in 
identitarian logic rather than with what David Roberts refers to as identity’s “anthropological 
counterweight” that sticks with the concrete.63 Myth’s importance as a potentially useful narrative 
tool for the critique of ideology and its various narratives lies in this ‘weight’ that resists identity, 
since it is closely related to the continual flux of a constantly transforming collective reality and 
its contextual setting. Within this process of meaning-making, the fluid nature of mythology, and 
 
61 Canetti, Crowds and Power, 340. 
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its capacity for transformation, would make it possible to avoid bringing the system in which it 
appeared to rest; it instead sets it into constant motion and deliberation.64 
The resistance to systematization that Canetti underscores here can further be understood 
within the context of ideology critique of the 1970s and 1980s. In staying with the manifest content 
of particular myths, and in emphasizing the embodied nature of them, he aligns himself with those 
like Horkheimer and Adorno who found below the surface of ideology an originary myth and 
mythmaking that ‘precedes’ it. Yet, Canetti also pre-echoes a point that Pierre Bourdieu would 
make a few years after Canetti’s speech when he reminds us of an important point: that myth is “a 
collective and collectively appropriated product,” whereas ideologies, even when they present 
themselves as though they were not only communal but universal, in fact serve only limited, 
particular interests.65 For Bourdieu as for Canetti, ideology is ultimately the transformation of myth 
from an oscillating and resonant collective project into a static and hierarchized system that must 
maintain itself at all costs for the benefit of those who wield power. Yet despite the fact that myth 
is understood by Canetti and others like Bourdieu as ‘preceding’ ideology, it is nevertheless still 
present within ideology itself – this is no doubt largely the point of Lévi-Strauss’ contributions.  
What is of primary interest to Canetti is not so much the structural affinities that exist in 
mythic artifacts as much as he is interested in the fact that myth draws its force from an appeal to 
the imaginary and, more importantly, the particular affective relationships humans have to 
collective atmospheres. This collective affinity is expressed in his understanding of myth as the 
most radical articulation of feeling “what a man is behind his words; the true existence of whatever 
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65 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, trans. Gino Raymond and Matthew Adamson (Cambridge, UK: 
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there is of life could not be grasped in any other way.”66 Perhaps even more important is the fact 
that the transformative talent that myth makes possible offers the ability to “keep the access 
between people open [die Zugänge zwischen den Menschen offenhalten].”67 Here, again, we are 
confronted with the space of Stimmung as a relational, in-between space in which people exist, 
communicate and ‘make the air shake.’ 
 
Myth’s Vocal and Acoustic Dimension 
 
Canetti’s speech can be read as attempting to liberate myth from the confines of a structuralist 
system, or systematic thinking in general, which tends to pass over the affective, embodied and 
acoustic aspects of experience. Instead, myth presents itself not simply as a remnant of a ‘primitive 
mind’ that continues to linger below the surface, as much as it does a viable narrative form 
appropriately positioned to address contemporary crises that have precisely forgotten the fact of a 
collective breathing of a shared atmosphere. Through myth, both as narrative and as a concrete 
dialogical mode of storytelling, a chance to reveal and to give voice to the space of Stimmung as 
an affective, constituting atmosphere that exists between and envelopes people becomes possible.  
Nietzsche’s imperative to ‘create moods,’ to which Canetti responds, of course, entails 
giving some form to that which has no form, or at least no expressly ‘visible’ form. In his 1954 
travelogue Die Stimmen von Marrakesch, we find an example of attuning oneself to the keynote 
of an atmosphere that entails both listening and transformation. The seduction that Canetti 
experiences while listening to the repetitive voicing by the blind beggars who are chanting “Alláh” 
leads him once again to a moment of metamorphosis that would allow a feeling of attunement with 
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that which cannot be described in guidebooks, in understanding the Arabic or Berber languages, 
or in visual representations. Instead it requires a ritualistic and indeed a mimetic participation. 
With this repetition, however, the word increasingly loses its denotive function and begins to draw 
“acoustical arabesques around God,”68 that, by the end of the book, is reduced to a single hum of 
“ä.”69 In doing so, the chant unburdens itself completely of its semantic and ideological association 
with the figure of God for the more mystical experience of entering into that which attunes the 
entire experience. It is precisely through this repetition that a collective space is carved out in 
which one crying beggar becomes a multiplicity made up of all blind beggars.70  
Canetti concludes his memories of the blind beggars by recalling that when he returned to 
England, he practiced the chanting himself for an extended period of time. This attempt to 
participate in the chanting was not simply done out of idle curiosity, nor simple mimicry. It was 
rather an attempt to come into contact with that which remains unintelligible to the epistemological 
framework of Western modernity. Having identified the repetitive chanting with the being of the 
beggar, and therefore all beggars, Canetti’s practice of metamorphosis is one that attempts to live 
in the skin of this being. By the end of the travelogue even the image of the beggars and the spoken 
“Allah” are stripped to an irreducible Stimmung when he describes in the last chapter an 
unidentifiable mass formed by a “small, brown bundle on the ground consisting not even of a voice 
but of a single sound” in the middle of the city square. From this ‘unseen [Unsichtbare]’ being 
there comes only the sound “-ä-ä-ä-ä-ä-ä-ä-ä-” that reverberates throughout Djema el Fna.71 The 
sound eventually detaches itself from any reference to the god of Abrahamic religion and becames 
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a reference only to life itself: “The meaning of its call remained as obscure to me as its whole 
existence: but it was alive, and every day at the same time, there it was [Der Sinn seines Rufes 
blieb mir so dunkel wie sein ganzes Dasein: Aber es lebte und war täglich zu seiner Zeit wieder 
da.]”72 
As we’ve already seen, Canetti understands this unrepresentable space as made up of the 
breaths and voices that respond to and constitute a resonant atmosphere that condition individual 
and collective dispositions. As effectively ‘unrepresentable,’ breath and voice indicate precisely 
that enveloping atmosphere that bind subject to object. They furthermore give contour to the 
moods of a space and individual dispositions. Words, in this sense, become carriers for breath and 
voice as much as breath and voice are carriers of the semantic content of words.  
 When it comes to the voice, Kata Gellen demonstrates in her reading of Canetti’s interest 
in the ‘opaque’ voice that the “acoustic phenomenality of language,” in which language is stripped 
of its intelligible content, opens up onto the space of “raw experience [that is] not susceptible to 
transcription.”73 Such adulterated experience is markedly referred to by Canetti as being betroffen 
(struck) by the unintelligible dimension of the voice that floats around signification, which, she 
contends, serves only to distract from the aural space occupied by the pure voice. In order to 
overcome this distraction by signification, “Canetti absorbs the raw, untranslated material of 
language” by physically encountering “its material force” in such a way that he is able to “dispense 
with concepts, codes, and systems.”74 
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The third volume of Canetti’s memoirs, Das Augenspiel (1985), offers one such example 
of the act of listening to the voices that populate a space. While apprenticing Friedl Benedikt, a 
young neighbor who beseeches Canetti to help her become a writer, he asks her about her ability 
to hear “several things at once,” claiming that “if you had one, two, three or four voices ringing in 
your ears, the interplay among them produced the most surprising effects.”75 This ‘interplay’ of 
individual voices, he goes on to explain, “opened up an overall effect unknown to the voices 
themselves.”76 In other words, the effect that Canetti seems to have in mind here allows for the 
sensing of that which remains unthought as it exists beyond the reach of linguistic signification. It 
instead seeks to understand the substrate of discourse, which is equated with an embodied being 
in space. 
In her reading of this scene, Gellen points out the fact that Friedl’s anxiety is indicative of 
someone attuned solely to meaning. Her anxiety “about not being able to grasp all the voices in 
the room is the worry of someone who only knows to listen for meanings. Canetti’s ear, however, 
is attuned to sounds.”77 It is here in the more musical qualities of language (volume, pitch, timbre, 
rhythm), that Canetti locates a moment of Zauberung, or enchantment associated with his first 
experience of not understanding his parents’ German – something recounts in the first volume of 
his memoirs, Die gerettete Zunge (1977).78 The enchantment that Canetti finds in the sonorous 
material is described as a feeling of “over-fullness and hyper stimulation”79 that results from 
sound’s inherent ability to transgresses the conceptual limits imposed by semantic signification, 
and which distract from the nuanced and singular qualities of breathing and sound.  
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According to Gellen, the effect that listening has for Canetti is ultimately twofold. She 
points out that “to ignore this experience [of listening to the sound of words, i.e. the voice, die 
Stimme] is to commit an unpardonable offense – namely, the murder of language, turning words 
into corpses.”80 These corpses of words constitute that which Canetti himself called the acoustic 
masks of modern discourse – masks that are donned by those who affiliate themselves with 
particular opinions, ideologies, and present themselves in the public sphere as such. For Olivier 
Remaud, these masks are inherently expressions of violence. They constitute the “secret language 
that helps us defend ourselves against other people and preserve our personal universe.”81 “But,” 
Gellen continues, “there is a further point: when we ignore the sounds of language we lose a sense 
of the foreign that helps us hear the strangeness of our own tongues.”82 It is this internal and 
irreducible other that threatens the undoing of the conception of something being fully knowable, 
allowing it instead to live and change. As such, Canetti’s interest in die Stimme, which exists 
beneath the acoustic masks of the public chatter (Gerede) can be understood as an inherent foil to 
the positing of static concepts. Understood in this way, the voice departs from traditional 
understandings of its marker of self-presence and interiority. With discourse becoming 
increasingly hardened and uniform at the cost of the shared memory of breathing, or 
Atemgedächnis, Remaud contextualizes Canetti’s philosophy of language within the “dark times” 
that followed “the advent of the atomic bomb and the various outbreaks of nationalism.”83 Against 
this, Canetti seeks to “[tear] off the masks of fragile identity and [liberate] the chance of recalling 
a common world” which had been set at a seemingly irreducible remove.84 
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Taken together, Gellen and Remaud offer two important points concerning Canetti’s 
philosophy of language. The first is the importance that die Stimme plays in Canetti’s 
conceptualization of the task of the writer, which allows for the ability to listen beyond or behind 
the corpse-like acoustic masks that were heard as the chatter of public life. In this way, Canetti 
offers himself as a model for encountering what is seemingly unintelligible, including what is 
hidden within what is most familiar. The second is the importance that language plays, especially 
in its active use, in establishing a space in which ethics can be put in constant negotiation. The 
over-reliance on old terms, on ideological sediment that had slipped into the realm of cliché, 
cannot, according to Remaud, rise to the task of dealing with the exigencies of the present, 
whenever that may be. It can only ever impose a memory of a past-present, which may have no 
basis in reality nor a connection to those upon whom it is imposed. We can therefore add to these 
interpretations that which is already very much implicit within them: the exigency of dealing with 
our breathing spaces, which, as we heard in Canetti’s 1936 speech, is ineluctably related to the 
voices found within them, and the question of a living ‘soul’ that appears to be lacking in the 
postwar era. If breathlessness is for Canetti that which marks the spiritlessness of his century, and 
if this is to be corrected by a return of the memory of breath, then the language he tasks himself 
with is one that recalls this memory of breathing as a way that not only remembers the fact of 
breathing, but importantly invokes its experience.  
 
Atem als Ursprache 
 
In 1985 Canetti, perhaps for the last time, writes the following about breath: “There is something 
Egyptian and something Indian about [Atem], but even more it sounds like an aboriginal language 
[eine Ursprache]. To find those words in German that sound [tönen] aboriginal. For a start: 
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Atem.”85 As this passage demonstrates, a familiar German word referring to a familiar biological 
reality reveals itself to be both ‘aboriginal’ and ‘other,’ insofar as he points out Atem’s resonances 
with the Egyptian and Indian cultures. This seemingly paradoxical statement is intended to disclose 
that which had already been addressed in the Broch-Rede, namely that breath is itself the ground 
to which all other sensations refer. Despite the fact that scholars have spent much time pointing 
out the fact that each of the volumes that make up Canetti’s memoirs refer to one of the human 
senses – Zunge, Ohr, Augen, with Party im Blitz having presumably meant to represent ‘smell’ – 
none, to my knowledge, have mentioned that Canetti situates breathing as the central ‘sense’ that 
collects all other sensory experience. Canetti’s entire laudatio for Broch centers on “How he hears 
by breathing, how he touches by breathing, how he subordinates all senses to his sense of 
breathing.”86 
However, the passage above also points to Atem’s deep etymological root with the Sanskrit 
Ātman, which denotes both soul and breath. Canetti, it seems, must have been well aware of this 
connection, as it is strongly implied in his seemingly innocent link to its ‘Indian’ sound. Given the 
context of the 1970s and 1980s during which he wrote his memoirs, and in which the above passage 
appeared, his allowance for breath to allude to its Sanskrit root may not be so innocent after all. 
Not only does it pull an invisible thread between the pessimistic veins of German idealism, the 
romantically-minded philologists of the nineteenth-century who sought in the languages and 
 
85 Elias Canetti, The Secret Heart of the Clock: Notes, Aphorisms, Fragments 1973-1985, trans. Joel Agee (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1989), 145; Elias Canetti, Das Geheimherz Der Uhr: Aufzeichnungen, 1973-1985 
(München: C. Hanser, 1987), 204–5. The original reads: “Das Fremdartige des Wortes »Atem«, als wäre es aus einer 
anderen Sprache. Es hat etwas Ägyptisches und etwas Indisches, aber mehr noch tönt es nach einer Ursprache. Die 
Worte im Deutschen finden, die nach einer Ursprache tönen. Als erstes: Atem.” 
86 Canetti, Conscience, 8. 
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beliefs of India the possibility for a regeneration of Germany,87 the escapism represented by his 
friend Waldinger, and, finally, the rise of Eastern-influenced new religious movements in the 
1970s; but the allusion to this spiritual connotation of Atem also quietly recuperates precisely that 
which had been left untouched by more rational and secular forms of critique that explicitly sought 
to avoid slipping into metaphysical discussions. 
The search for the ‘soul’ that can be heard to resonate within the term Atem points to the 
manner in which Canetti understands listening to the sound of the voice as necessary for breaking 
through the sediment that characterizes the acoustic masks discussed above. And just as Ātman 
might be present in Atem, so too is the atmosphere Canetti attempts to elicit with this word that 
has been forgotten despite its being the very condition for life. The scene in the café with Friedl 
hinges on this proximity to that which is seemingly most strange and forgotten, and produces the 
effect of being-outside from within, of encountering the foreign in the most familiar, in this case a 
neighborhood café. Listening to the interplay of voices in order to discover the underlying tones 
and rhythms, which comprise the affective unity of the atmosphere, necessitates the momentary 
abeyance of understanding in any conventional sense. In other words, the unintelligibility of the 
semantic content from which meaning is usually derived is what allows access to the ‘pure voice’ 
that calls forth the de-hierarchized space of the breathing-commons.88 Not only does it remind the 
listener of the interplay and sharing of voices, but it also reveals the sharing of a vital breathing 
space that makes these voices possible in the first place. Hearing the voice, Stimme, which belongs 
 
87 Pascale Rabault-Feuerhahn, Archives of Origins: Sanskrit, Philology, Anthropology in 19th Century Germany, 
trans. Dominique Bach and Richard Willet, Kultur- Und Sozialwissenschaftliche Studien, Studies in Cultural and 
Social Sciences, Bd. 9 Bd. 9 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2013); Sheldon Pollock, ‘Deep Orientalism? Notes on 
Sanskrit and Power Beyond the Raj.’, in Orientalism and the Postcolonial Predicament: Perspectives on South Asia, 
ed. Carol Appadurai Breckenridge and Peter van der Veer, South Asia Seminar Series (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1993); Ronald Inden, ‘Orientalist Constructions of India’, Modern Asian Studies 20, no. 3 
(1986): 401–46. 
88 Gellen, ‘The Opaque Voice: Canetti’s Foreign Tongues’. 
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not to signification but to breath, opens up precisely to the possibility of recalling a common world 
that Remaud attributes to the task of language, which, he writes, must “mark out a position of 
freedom and responsibility for people who wish to live the present as present in a period that 
nevertheless finds no signs of its conscious history.”89 
The next chapter will further this investigation into the role that literary language plays in 
explicating cultural atmospheres and the manner in which ideology is at work through myth. The 
novels of Austrian author Elfriede Jelinek, who consciously wrote under the influence of Canetti, 
is particularly well-suited for such an inquiry. Her work of the 1980s lend themselves to 
questioning the implicit and often explicit violence centered around the voice to which Canetti 
carefully attuned his ear throughout his career. As we’ll see, the voice, or Stimme, and the 
atmosphere, or Stimmung in which it is present, also functions as a critical tool with which to alter 
the conditions of that very atmosphere. Stimmen, or voicing, will therefore be my keyword moving 
forward, demonstrating the manner in which Jelinek not only exposes the fate of the voice, and the 
woman voice in particular, but how she activates it as an agent of disruption against the cultural 





89 Remaud, ‘Language of Dark Times’, 17. 
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Hearing can be interesting pornography: the hidden and at the same time 
the prohibited. Even more prohibited for example is only thinking [Das 
Hören kann interessante Pornographie sein: das Verborgene und 
gleichzeitig das Verbotene. Noch verbotener ist zum Beispiel nur das 
Denken]. 
– Elfriede Jelinek, Hören Sie zu! 
 
I would only somehow like to get to the place where my language already 
is, and where it smirks mockingly across at me. Because it knows, that, 
if I ever tried to live, it would soon trip me up, then rub salt in my 
wounds. Good. So I will scatter salt on the way of the others, I throw it 
down, so that their ice melts, coarse salt, so that their language loses its 
firm ground. And yet it has long been groundless. What bottomless cheek 
on its part [Eine bodenlose Frechheit von ihr]! If I do not have solid 
ground under my feet, then my language can’t either. 






Laughing: Voice, Obscenity and the Anti-Poetics of Elfriede Jelinek 
 
Elfriede Jelinek’s 2004 Nobel lecture “Im Abseits,” or “In the Off-Side,” was broadcast at the 
ceremony in Stockholm while she remained in her home just outside Vienna. The choice of video 
as a medium, the entanglement of puns and word play spoken to a temporally and spatially distant 
audience, is characteristic of the sort of uncanny effect for which her post-dramatic theater had 
become known. To this we can add the appearance of her reading from a musical score that gives 
a cheeky nod to the Swedish Academy’s citation of the “musical flow of voices and counter-
voices” in her novels and plays. The speech is both deliberate and withdrawn, official and 
amateurish – we see this in the placement of a desk lamp distractingly angled toward the camera. 
The canvas behind her makes it seem as though she is standing in front of a map of an unfamiliar 
world dominated by a blue sea, the land pushed out to the margins as though an attempt to erase it 
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had been abandoned or interrupted. And, just as the title of the lecture indicates, we get the 
impression that she speaks to us from the sidelines, from another world that is close to us but 
beyond the comfortable charted territories with which we are familiar.  
 I take this video image to convey the critical mood of a postmodern Stimmung central to 
her work as both a writer and social critic, two activities she saw as inextricable from one another. 
Born in 1946, she was part of a generation forced to reckon with a past it did not experience in a 
country whose ‘critical intelligentsia’ was largely in exile. This, she argues, created a necessity for 
artists to step into the role that was elsewhere occupied by figures like Adorno and Habermas. 
Instead, the Actionists and the Vienna Group served as the dominant voices and models for a 
critique of Austria’s attempt to distance itself from its recent fascist past. These artistic and literary 
avant-gardes have no doubt been major references in Jelinek’s own development of an engaged 
literature in which we can also trace the influence of Karl Krauss and the early Sprachkritiker 
Hofmannsthal, Mauthner, and Wittgenstein, all of who inform her playful mistrust of language. 
This playfulness, to be sure, extends her skepticism of language to the underlying structures of 
society in whose grammar Jelinek suspects an abiding fascist ideology. Her self-appointed task is 
therefore that of a ‘Trümmerfrau,’ one of the many women who aided in reconstruction by digging 
through the rubble following the war. In a 2006 interview in which she ironically assumes this 
role, Jelinek also admits an affinity to Elias Canetti’s untranslatable “Austrian brand of 
provincialism” audible in his humorous attacks on what her called society’s acoustic masks.1 Yet 
Jelinek distinguishes herself from Canetti’s interest in people and their manner of speaking with 
her own desire for self-isolation. She adds to this a deep-seated anger, or Wut out of which she 
enacts a violence on language all the while quietly laughing off on the sidelines. 
 
1 Jelinek and Honegger, ‘I Am a Trümmerfrau of Language’, 24. 
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 Despite this distinction between the two scornful approaches, Canetti and Jelinek share in 
a critique of the epistemological and ontological grounds on which postwar Europe had been 
rebuilding itself. As I argued in the previous chapter, Canetti’s listening-out for the voices behind 
these ‘acoustic masks’ laid the ground for what I’ve been referring to as a mythopoetics of 
Stimmung. This literary practice, grounded in the tradition of mythical narratives, tasks itself with 
eliciting a quasi-mystical experience of the forgotten atmospheres and shared breathing places in 
which we live. It is here that Canetti rediscovered the forgotten ability for human beings to 
transform themselves, an innate transformative power capable of fleeing power’s grasp. Yet, for 
her part, Jelinek is more directly concerned with the epistemological aftereffects of the Holocaust 
that had succeeded in establishing a groundless ground, or an “intrinsic Unheimlichkeit,” that 
threatened to repeat the injustices from which it had emerged.2 Just as Canetti found an emptiness 
in the discourse of his century, Jelinek locates this Unheimlichkeit in a language and poetics 
complicit in maintaining a semantic field on which postwar politics, and especially sexual politics, 
is constructed.  
This sets the stage for Jelinek’s own attack on the ‘acoustic masks’ that populated Western 
Europe in the 1980s. From the veneration of national athletes (especially skiers), pop culture 
slogans, and the discourse surrounding Cold War anxieties, Jelinek pricks up her ears to hear 
language’s sordid inner workings. But in addition to listening, she is just as concerned with the 
limits of expression. The true voices of the marginalized, especially women, have been muted by 
these masks whose muffling effect goes unheard too often. A focus on expression in this sense 
requires shift in emphasis from Stimmung’s more spatial connotations of the previous chapters to 
its valence of stimmen, or voicing that is admittedly nuanced: both Frisch and Canetti were 
 
2 Fatima Naqvi, ‘After Life: Reflections on Elfriede Jelinek’s Work since 1995’, Modern Austrian Literature 39, no. 
3/4 (2006): 3. 
 
 119 
arguably searching for a mode of writing that could express the experience of places, atmospheres 
and the voices within them. Nevertheless, the manner in which a mythopoetics finds expression in 
these previous chapters remains somewhat vague and certainly from a male point of view. Even 
from the off-side, Jelinek offers a more concrete example of a literary expression of a certain 
Stimmung that is comparable to the ‘anti-poetics’ of the postwar era.  
Paradoxically, perhaps, this chapter will attempt to give some form to Jelinek’s anti-poetics 
and to situate it alongside Canetti’s and Frisch’s own. The growing distrust for the old critical 
models’ explanatory powers in the postwar years that began to take definite shape around the year 
1983 will serve as a loose and informal point of reference. It was during this year that Jelinek’s 
novel Die Klavierspielerin appeared alongside Christa Wolf’s Voraussetzungen einer Erzählung 
(Conditions for a Narrative) surrounding the Cassandra myth of ancient Greece, and Peter 
Sloterdijk’s Kritik der zynischen Vernunft, which in some ways served as a postmortem of 
enlightenment thought and its critique alike. Jelinek’s novels during this period not only express 
the shared anxieties about the inevitability of nuclear warfare and the cynicism in the face of a 
lingering fascist presence around the globe, but, less obviously perhaps, these writings reassert a 
claim on the body’s involvement in the atmospheres in which these forces are dominant and 
especially the voice’s presence in these spaces. Just as Christa Wolf’s retelling of the Cassandra 
myth makes clear, it is the voice’s struggle to be heard and believed in its own right within these 
cultural Stimmungen that is of primary concern for Jelinek. She presents in these texts an anti-
poetics that puts the question of Stimmungen and especially stimmen front and center, explicating 
the way that these affective atmospheres are always acoustically conditioned by expressing bodies. 
These texts therefore exist as acts of self-listening that not only lay bare a full range of explicit 
embodied experiences but represent moments of acoustic transgression that are wholly tied to the 
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body and the air it breathes. As such, Jelinek reveals herself to be representative of an aesthetics 
of resistance that lies beyond those critical and generic paradigms familiar to the Cold War context 
and makes an attempt at rehabilitating those instances of ‘presence’ namely in the voice that had 
been overly abstracted.  
 
Stimmung: From Latency to Cynicism 
 
Before moving on to a reading of Jelinek’s novels, it will be helpful to briefly consider the 
atmosphere in which Jelinek was writing during this time, and especially to re-define, or to define 
once again, the scope of Stimmung in this context. In a number of texts that have appeared over 
the last two decades, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has relied on a conception of Stimmung to find his 
way out of a familiar dichotomy concerning literary theory. Limited, in his estimation, between a 
Marxian-infused cultural studies on the one hand, and a poststructuralist textuality on the other, he 
proposes that we instead read for these Stimmungen, for the latent moods and atmospheres 
contained within texts. What he has in mind here differs somewhat slightly from the understanding 
of the term that, as I previously argued, could be found in Canetti’s literary practice, which tends 
to slide in the direction of a revelatory experience; and it is most certainly further toward the 
affective end of the spectrum in relation to Frisch’s more practical architectonic inflection. What 
Gumbrecht is seeking here is rather the definition of a “new ontology of literature” in which the 
“paradigm of representation” is demoted in importance.3 Deriving its ‘structure’ from the many 
connotations of Stimmung, such a literary practice attends to the physiognomic and affective 
dimension of experience which, Gumbrecht argues, is always latently present within any text or 
 
3 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature, trans. Erik Butler 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 5. 
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situation. As such, he tends to rely more on the musical aspects of Stimmung as well as the weather: 
it is for him “the sensation we associate with certain ‘inner’ feelings,” as though, quoting Toni 
Morrison, “being touched as if from inside.”4 And yet these atmospheres, despite their innerness, 
are collective and shared, elevated toward an objectivity that envelopes an entire scene. In other 
words, in order to properly ‘interpret’ an event (whether text or otherwise), he asks us to attune 
our reading to the “objective sensibility” carried by moods and atmospheres in which these texts 
were written and which they continue to make ‘present.’5 By focusing on these Stimmungen he 
seeks to reclaim the “vitality and aesthetic immediacy that have, for the most part, gone missing.”6 
 It is this aesthetic immediacy that Gumbrecht attempts to relay in his book Nach 1945: 
Latenz als Ursprung der Gegenwart (2012). The ‘picture’ he paints of the immediate postwar era 
in Europe is one that is thoroughly steeped in a Stimmung of latency, an atmosphere of a 
nervousness of anticipation that “something ‘latent’ would come to the fore and show itself, 
enabling us finally to escape the long shadow of a Stimmung whose origin we were never able to 
identify;” but this “generational “longing for ‘redemption’” would not be fulfilled.7 In reading 
Jelinek’s novels we can extend Gumbrecht’s discussion of Stimmung to one of a helpless cynicism. 
The feeling of helplessness that coincides with the threat of nuclear warfare and the reemergence 
of far-right politics, is palpable and certainly recalls Gumbrecht’s descriptions of a latency, of a 
deferred redemption from a violent past.  
It is from this vantage point that we must read Jelinek as reading her own time. Yet, while 
Gumbrecht’s emphasis is largely on reading for Stimmungen, Jelinek approaches these 
 
4 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, After 1945: Latency as Origin of the Present (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2013), 24. 
5 Gumbrecht, 24. 
6 Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature, 12. 
7 Gumbrecht, After 1945, 27. 
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atmospheres and their origins with their own tools, highlighting the potential critical use not just 
of reading for Stimmungen but of deflating them entirely in order to make the space to construct 
new ones. What becomes central to Jelinek’s work in relation to these atmospheres that pervaded 
the West and caused a sense of unease despite an outward appearance of stability following the 
transitionary period of uncertainty and violence of the 1970s, is that which had been deemed all 
too present in theory, namely the voice. In this sense, Jelinek combines the two previous 
understandings of Stimmung in order to open up a wider field of inclusion for the term. Like Frisch, 
she concerns herself especially with the voices that are lost or that go unheard in the structures we 
build around us and which allow us to build our world – only, instead of built landscapes she 
concerns herself more with mediascapes that include the products of the Viennese conservatories 
as much as popular television and pornography. Like Canetti before her, Jelinek orients herself 
toward a critique that is based on listening to that which lies behind discourse, behind what is Said 
to the Saying. However, what she stresses in these understandings of Stimmungen as atmospheres, 
dispositions, milieus, moods, etc., is the way that the voice can be instrumentalized against what 
Peter Sloterdijk had identified as the cynical atmosphere that conditioned the West after 1968, the 
condition of being “well-off and miserable at the same time.”8 What he describes as an “era of 
enlightened false consciousness,” in which we seemingly both have an understanding of what is 
wrong as well as the tools to fix it and yet we do nothing, is ultimately attributed to the abstract 
and disembodied nature of critique – a characteristic that it shares with the ideologies it seeks to 
dissect. The voice, then, offers a particularly interesting moment of embodiment that straddles the 
line between internal embodiment and the external world, belonging wholly to neither. The voice’s 
very presence, always latent in any given structure, is that which has not only been marginalized 
 
8 Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, 5. 
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and often times forgotten within systems of thought, but it is the voice that offers the most 
immediate destabilizing effect to those structures that either deny or are ignorant of its expression. 
 The voice’s destabilizing effect is conveniently reflected in a performance piece by 
Austrian artist VALIE EXPORT, for which Jelinek wrote a companion text in 2008. Staged at the 
52nd Venice Biennale in 2007, EXPORT’s “I Turn over the pictures of my voice in my head” 
consists of the artist reading a text while a laryngoscope projected her glottis onto four television 
screens behind her. Next to the artist sitting in her chair with a music stand in front of her and her 
vocal cords projected behind her, sits a male medical doctor and his male assistant who guide the 
apparatus into her throat through the nose. The performance was part of EXPORT’s long-running 
endeavor begun in 1968 to ‘locate’ the female voice and to examine its relation to her body and 
identity. Her deconstruction of the voice’s acoustic, physiological and social production ultimately 
led her to locate this identity somewhere at the interstices of these overdetermining points of origin. 
The voice, she confirms, is always multiple. It is both inside as breath and flesh, and outside as 
sign and significance; it is located as much in the organic body as it is in the social amplification 
of the microphone. And within the context of this performance, the voice further relies on the 
prosthetic of the laryngoscope, a device which constricts and disrupts it while ostensibly making 
it available for critical observation. 
Jelinek takes a particular interest in the aporetic nature of the performance’s aim. In taking 
on a decidedly speculum-like function, she argues that the apparatus reveals this “nothing that is 
the woman [dieses Nichts, das die Frau ist],” a nothing that is unrepresentable unless something is 
first projected into it. The very presence of the laryngoscope illustrates for Jelinek this act of 




the speaking of woman is not heard, it isn't heard in public since it's uncomfortable, 
it sounds shrill, we aren't used to it, she would need an apparatus, the woman, to 
dampen her voice a bit, which creates an obstacle for speaking, an obviation of 
speaking that is forbidden to her, namely this voice is unwelcome.  
 
Das Sprechen der Frau wird nicht gehört, es wird in der Öffentlichkeit nicht gern 
gehört, den es ist oft unangenehm, es klingt schrill, wir sind das nicht gewöhnt, sie 
würde ein Gerät benötigen, die Frau, das ihre Stimme etwas dämpft, das ihr ein 
Hindernis fürs Sprechen schafft, eine Verhinderung von Sprechen, das ihr nicht 
gestattet ist, diese Stimme ist nämlich unerwünscht.9 
 
Although written a quarter century after her novel Die Klavierspielerin, Jelinek’s language in 
describing the voice in EXPORT’s performance piece almost entirely mimics one particular scene 
which will help lay the groundwork for tying what some have claimed to be Jelinek’s ‘obscene’ 
and ‘pornographic’ writing to her critique of the (woman’s) voice explicitly. This comes through 
in a rather clinical sexual encounter between Jelinek’s protagonist and her male student: 
Her body is no longer flesh, and something closes in on her, likewise turning into 
an object. A cylindrical metal tube. A very simple apparatus, applied in order to be 
thrust in. And the image of this object (Klemmer) is glowingly projected into 
Erika’s visceral cavity and cast, upside down, on her interior wall. Here the image 
stands sharp, on its head; and at this very moment, when it has turned into a body 
for her, a body that can be touched with hands, it has also turned completely 
abstract, losing its flesh. 
 
Ihr Körper hört auf, Fleisch zu sein, und etwas dringt auf sie ein, das sich gleichfalls 
verdinglicht. Eine zylindrische Metallröhre. Ein sehr einfach gebauter Apparat, der 
angesetzt wird, um hineinzustoßen. Und das Bild dieses Gegenstands Klemmer 
wird in Erikas Leibeshöhlung glühend projiziert, umgekehrt an ihre Innenwand 
geworfen. Klar steht das Bild drinnen auf dem Kopf; und in diesem Augenblick, in 
dem er für sie zu einem Körper geworden ist, den man mit Händen greifen kann, 
ist er auch gleichzeitig vollkommen abstrakt, hat sein Fleisch eingebüßt.10 
 
The link between sex, the television “Apparat,” and the abstraction of voice and flesh, shows the 
extent to which modes of representation are inevitably complicit in demanding a silence that can 
 
9 Elfriede Jelinek, ‘Ungeduldetes, Ungeduldiges Sichverschließen (Ach, Stimme!): Zu Valie Exports Performancefilm 
“I Turn over the Pictures of My Voice in My Head,” 2008’, ElfriedeJelinek.Com (blog), 2009, 
https://www.elfriedejelinek.com/fvaliest.htm. 
10 Elfriede Jelinek, The Piano Teacher, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (Grove Press, 2009), 116. 
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only manifest itself through violence. This becomes apparent when Jelinek goes on to point out 
that Export’s slight gags and the moments of discomfort she experiences as she attempts to 
swallow and read the text in front of her while the suggestively moist interior of her throat is 
projected behind her, exemplify the strained effort involved in the “letting-come-out [das 
Hervorkommenlassen]” of the voice. Yet at the same time, this discomfort identifies the potential 
for the voice to confront the restraining apparatus that visualizes, objectifies and fetishizes it. It is 
the apparatus (recalling the Foucauldian dispositif) that constituted the postwar Stimmung that 
pervades Jelinek’s writings of the 1980s. Yet the realization that it is ultimately impossible to 
locate the artist’s voice as a unified object – and therefore an identity – renders the apparatus, 
whose very aim this was, impotent. Its epistemological promise on which it bases its authority is 
ultimately a failure. 
 
Jelinek’s Feminist Anti-Poetics 
 
The stalled or troubled Hervorkommenlassen of the voice that Erika and EXPORT experience in 
their respective cases is, for Jelinek, a constitutive feature of the entire Western tradition. Her novel 
Die Klavierspielerin centers on this issue and lays the foundations for a vocal critique of this 
tradition as well as much as it takes issue with critical practices that are inheritors of this same 
tradition. 
Within Jelinek’s body of work, Die Klavierspielerin occupies a singular position. Part of 
its controversial success can be attributed to its overwhelmingly obvious parallels to the author’s 
own life that, along with its more accessible style, distinguished it from her novels of the previous 
decade. It concerns an unmarried woman in her late thirties who lives with her oppressive and at 
times violent mother. The father, who left during her childhood for a sanitorium, had since passed 
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away, but not before he ‘passed the torch [Stab]’ on to his young daughter. This left the mother to 
put her illusions of hope concerning her own future welfare her daughter who was supposed to 
become a successful musician. Disappointment sets in, however, when she has to make do as a 
teacher at a Viennese conservatory. The many correspondences between fiction and life led critics 
to believe that by examining the novel’s protagonist Erika Kohut, they were in fact invited to peer 
into the private life of the author herself. With this apparently salacious glimpse into Jelinek’s 
relationship with her own mother and her experience at a Vienna conservatory, as well as the 
obvious reference to psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut with whom Erika shares a name, scholarship has 
since attempted to disentangle the psychoanalytic threads Jelinek had apparently left for the reader. 
Yet readings that focus on the psychoanalytic dimension of the novel – which it clearly 
solicits – risk playing into the critical point that Jelinek makes by passing over the vocal dimension 
which they subsume in their explanatory models. Die Klavierspielierin is as much, if not more so, 
an intervention into a critique of Western poetics and ideology critique itself, as it is a 
psychodynamic and psychosexual drama involving Erika, her mother and her young male student. 
If we take Jelinek’s own words regarding the book, which she claims is “not an autobiographical 
book, rather it is a book, in which – contrary to most . . . other books, [its] own suffering is less 
encoded,” then we must concede that any autobiographical, and by extension psychoanalytic 
analysis of the novel directed at Jelinek herself, is in fact in service of disrupting conventions of 
genre reception.11 Her almost exaggerated dramatization of psychoanalytic theory within the 
novel, as some have pointed out, indicates that Freudian and Lacanian analysis appears more as 
 
11 Lamb-Faffelberger (qtd in Bandhauer) further points out that these attempts to draw parallels led to the reception of 
Jelinek’s ‘obscenities’ to be attributed directly to the author herself as indicators of a moral failing, something that 
was rehashed throughout the press following Jelinek’s receipt of the Nobel Prize for literature in 2004. 
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parody and satire than serious application, leaving little room for an interpretive activity as 
everything is already rather explicitly spelled out on the surface of the novel’s action.12 
Instead, Jelinek appears far more concerned with the underlying epistemological 
justifications for poetic and aesthetic practices that, in her view, exist as culturally sanctified forms 
of violence. Having strived as musician coming up within the conservatory in which she now 
teaches, her protagonist Erika is well aware of the extent to which it is possible for a woman to 
articulate her own artistic and subjective expression. The novel implicitly recalls Christa Wolf’s 
questioning the possibility of an aesthetics of resistance, namely the degree to which the 
articulation of a self is possible within a linguistic and literary paradigm attuned to the masculine 
ideal. After taking over her father’s position, Erika is forced to operate as a subject to this 
masculine logic while simultaneously representing it as its subject. As both subject and object 
within this space dominated by cultural ghosts that haunt the Vienna conservatory, Erika’s role as 
father figure for her mother within the family, as well as her being dominated by her mother, is 
transposed to her position as the master teacher to her students and, later, to one in particular.  
The psychosocial role that Erika assumes ultimately reproduces the violence from which 
she seeks a way out. As a teacher within the conservatory, Erika exercises the mastery and control 
that this identity allows her. She happily uses the “force [die Zwinge]” approved of by the parents 
of her students in order to establish herself as the figure of power that is simultaneously forged by 
the humanist ideals conserved within the conservatory. Within this professional sphere, her 
 
12 See Marlies Janz, Elfriede Jelinek (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1995), 71–86 Despite acknowledging the potential cul-
de-sac of a psychoanalytic reading of Jelinek’s novel, due to her laying bare all the discourse’s tropes on the surface, 
Janz’s influential interpretation of the text nevertheless focuses almost entirely on these same tropes, with particular 
attention paid to the Freud’s concept of castration. See also Beatrice Hanssen, ‘Critique of Violence’, in A New History 
of German Literature, ed. David E. Wellbery, Judith Ryan, and Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Harvard University Press 
Reference Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 926–31. While Hanssen does acknowledge that 
Jelinek’s novel is also a critique of ideology, especially the ideology that underlies the heteronormative family 
structure in Western capitalist society, she only barely touches on (in this admittedly short text) Jelinek’s self-reflective 
critique, namely a critique that is directed at her own conditions of writing as a woman.  
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continual assertions that she herself is a singular individual, elevated from the masses, reinscribes 
the conceit of subjective genius that emerged in the aesthetic paradigm of late eighteenth century 
Romanticism – a paradigm that dominates the atmosphere of this cultural factory. Although she 
acknowledges the existence of her inherent contradictions “that force Erika to protest vigorously 
against any kind of standardization [diese Widersprüche in Erika zwingen sie auch, gegen 
Vermassung entschieden aufzutreten],” the description of Erika nevertheless doubles down on her 
being “a sharply defined individual, a personality [eine stark ausgeprägte Einzelpersönlichkeit]”:  
She stands alone against the broad mass of her students, one against all, and she 
turns the wheel of the ship of art. No thumbnail sketch could do her justice. When 
a student asks her what her goal is, she says, “Humanity,” thus summing up 
Beethoven’s Heiligenstadt Testament for her pupils – and squeezing in next to the 
hero of music, on his pedestal. 
 
Erika . . . steht der breiten Masse ihrer Schüler ganz allein gegenüber, eine gegen 
alle, und sie dreht am Steuerrad des Kunstschiffchens. Nie könnte eine 
Zusammenfassung ihr Gerecht warden. Wenn ein Schüler nach ihrem Ziel fragt, so 
nennt sie die Humanität, in diesem Sinn faßt sie den Inhalt des Heiligenstädter 
Testaments von Beethoven für die Schüler zusammen, sich neben den Heros der 
Tonkunst mit aufs Postament zwängend.13 
 
Erika’s investment in this romantic idealization of the individual – one that is reinforced by her 
mother – reveals the central problem that underlies the culture’s humanist tradition, including, of 
course, a corresponding poetics and aesthetics. Subscribing to Beethoven’s understanding of art, 
which he describes in his 1802 Heiligenstadt Testament referenced above, upholds the idealistic 
notion that art is a conduit through which the artist transcends the suffering experienced in the 
sensual and social world. Beethoven’s deafness and misanthropy, he insists, will eventually be 
overcome after his death, at which point the music made while apart from the world will be that 
which reconciles him to it.  
 
13 Jelinek, The Piano Teacher, 12–13. 
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 The trope of aesthetics as suffering pervades Jelinek’s novel in which it is seen to uphold 
a masculine rationality and a corresponding artistic paradigm that intrinsically attempts to either 
remove oneself from or dominate the sensual world that causes it pain. Such a logic only serves to 
justify a continued suffering that otherwise has no real foundation. Even within the space of the 
conservatory that might at first appear as opposed to this rationality with its Romantic investment 
in the individual soul and emphasis on sensuality, this appears to hold true: both Beethoven and 
Erika confirm this. The well-worn correlation between nature and woman for example ultimately 
positions ‘Mother Nature’ and woman as co-submissives insofar as both become objects vis-à-vis 
the individual artist’s objective gaze. In Erika’s case, as both subject and object of this logic, she 
cannot help to offer herself up to herself as a victim of such objectification. While asserting both 
her singularity and her distance from the “Pöbel [riffraff]” by virtue of the fact that she occupies a 
privileged position among the cultural elite, we confront a troubling and contradictory description 
of herself: “If something is especially irreplaceable, it is called Erika [Wenn etwas besonders 
unverwechselbar ist, dann nennt man es Erika].”14 With this, the apparently singular Erika not only 
demonstrates the objectification that occurs by the artist’s description, but in doing so she herself 
as a woman becomes fungible, transformed into a something (etwas) and it (es).  
The (self-)objectification reflected in the character of Erika is precisely that which Christa 
Wolf understands to be the primary marker of the aesthetic tradition: as a “system of categorization 
and control” it wards off any true disposition toward reality and conceives of progress as possible 
only through “depersonalization.”15 Erika’s attempt at forging a subjectivity of her own within a 
paradigm that is already predisposed against her existence as an expressive subject is short-
 
14 Jelinek, 12. 
15 Christa Wolf, Cassandra: A Novel and Four Essays, trans. Jan van Heurck (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2000), 284, 300. 
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circuited by this formulation of aesthetics as inherently depersonalizing. Jelinek’s ironical 
inclusion of Beethoven and Erika’s elected affinity with him, serves to make the point that even 
within the universalist discourse of humanism, on which the musical tradition of artistic expression 
and culture claims to be built, Erika remains nothing more than an essentially voiceless object. 
Jelinek is without a doubt suspicious of the poetological limits that have been set and which 
render voicing subjects into mute objects. In her Voraussetzungen which examines the origins of 
these limits through the lens of the Cassandra myth, Wolf, for her part, interestingly locates the 
foundational cornerstone of these limits at the historical junction in ancient Greece at which 
women were relegated to a lower caste. Such a denigration of matrinlineal power in favor of an 
entrenched patriarchy coincided, according to Wolf, with the myth of Cassandra whose 
expressions of truth are presumptively dismissed. Yet even beyond Wolf, this juncture is similarly 
the focal point of Adriana Cavarero’s more recent work that concerns itself with what she calls the 
“devocalization of logos,” explicitly elevating the voice as a sacrificial victim during this 
transformative process.16 Cavarero identifies the stripping reason of its voice as the foundational 
privileging of semantics and abstractions typical of Platonic idealism. Under this schema, 
meaningful speech, or phone semantike, is transformed into something in which the actual acoustic 
presence of phone is forgotten, left as a soundless concept before being cast as the marker of full 
presence of consciousness to itself in the twentieth century. Cavarero’s point in unearthing the 
point of origin of such a devocalized reason is that the acoustics and the implied embodiment of 
the voice – primarily that of women – undergo a radical transformation around the same time that 
Cassandra is demeaned as a false prophet. Cavarero posits a necessary link between the silencing 
of the voice and misogynistic foundations of Western philosophy and, thereby, Western 
 
16 Cavarero, For More Than One Voice. 
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civilization as a whole that built itself on a silent, disembodied reason since the time of the ancient 
Greeks. As such, the violence against expression in Jelinek’s novels can be simultaneously 
considered an attack on the sonorous body that expresses it with its own voice. Wolf’s critique of 
the violence toward expression can therefore be coupled with Cavarero’s devocalization, lending 
some new light on the affair between Erika and Klemmer in Jelinek’s novel.  
We can read the sexual affair between Erika and Klemmer as a metacritique of poetics that 
speaks as much to the inherent violence perpetrated against women in society as it does to the 
‘conditions of a narrative’ from which Die Klavierspielerin emerges. Erika’s attempts to solidify 
and express her agency as a subject with and of her own sexuality can only ever reproduce the 
objectifying violence that same subjectivity wishes to overcome. Such violence already manifests 
itself doubly in the social world. Erika’s status as a subject-object results in a self-debasement that 
positions itself from the point of view of the male gaze. In a passage that echoes her disdain for 
the ‘masses’ of the culturally inferior (from which as a piano teacher she stands apart), Erika 
expresses a disgust toward her own genitalia. She describes them as “Rot between her legs, an 
unfeeling soft mass. Decay, putrescent lumps of organic material . . . It is a dull pile of petty wishes 
and mediocre desires, afraid of coming true [Zwischen ihren Beinen Fäulnis, gefühllose weiche 
Masse. Moder, verwesende Klumpen organischen Materials. Keine Frühlingslüfte erwecken 
etwas. Es ist ein stumpfer Haufen kleinlicher Wünsche und mittelmäßiger Sehnsüchte, die sich vor 
Erfüllung scheuen.]”17 While this imagery might appear as somewhat contradictory to her 
voyeuristic activities in the red-light district peep shows and her spying on couples having sex in 
the Praterauen, where bodies and their fluids are desired and even inhaled by Erika, the two 
 
17 Jelinek, The Piano Teacher, 281. 
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activities are congruent.18 Their congruency is derived from the fact that they both involve a scopic 
regime that rests on silent and objectifying abstraction that establishes both distance and control. 
When Erika delivers a letter to Klemmer detailing the manner in which she wishes him to 
carry out her ‘masochistic’ fantasies, we find that she establishes a firm distance that she will 
attempt to maintain at all cost. The separation that ‘aesthetics’ creates between the body and the 
world is re-confirmed. With the letter, Jelinek consciously adds the written word to this separating 
process by counting it alongside the notation system that rules Erika’s professional and personal 
life: 
Erika has been harnessed in this notation system since earliest childhood. Those 
five lines have been controlling her ever since she first began to think. She mustn’t 
think of anything but those five black lines. This grid system, together with her 
mother, has hamstrung her in an untearable net of directions, directives, precise 
commandments, like a rosy ham on a butcher’s hook. This provides security, and 
security creates fear of uncertainty. Erika is afraid that everything will remain as it 
is, and she is afraid that someday something could change. 
 
In diesees Notationssystem ist Erika seit frühster Kindheit eingespannt. Diese fünf 
Linien beherrschen sie, seit sie denkt. Sie darf an nichts als an diese fünf schwarzen 
Linien denken. Dieses Rastersystem hat sie, im Verein mit ihrer Mutter, in ein 
unzerreißbares Netz von Vorschriften, Verordnungen, von präzisen Geboten 
geschnürt wie einen rosigen Rollschinken am Haken eines Fleischhauers. Das gibt 
Sicherheit, und Sicherheit erzeugt Angst vor dem Unsicheren. Erika hat Furcht 
davor, daß alles so bleibt, wie es ist, und sie hat Furcht, daß sich einmal etwas 
verändern könnte.19 
 
Immediately following this passage in which butchery and bondage are simultaneously invoked, 
Erika is seized by an asthma attack. She struggles for air as “her throat rattles, she can’t drive a 
peep out of it [Sie röchelt und kann keinen Ton aus ihrer Kehle herausscheuchen].” When 
Klemmer asks her what is wrong, she coughs, still unable to speak: “She cannot express her 
feelings vocally, only pianistically [Ihre Empfindungen kann sie mündlich nicht aussprechen, nur 
 
18 Jelinek, 52. 
19 Jelinek, 189. 
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pianistisch].” It is at this point that she reaches into her bag to produce the letter that “indicates the 
progress a certain kind of love should take [In dem Brief steht, welchen Fortgang eine gewisse 
Liebe nehmen soll].”20 Jelinek then describes Klemmer’s reaction which is the inverse of Erika’s: 
he is suddenly overcome by the feeling that he has been endowed with the ability to limitlessly 
express himself aloud: he is gifted with “eine Ausdruckskraft,” or a power of expression. What 
keeps him from doing so is the fact that they are both in the cinema watching a film that reflects 
their own relationship: “the delicate theme of a young man and an aging woman.”21 He will 
furthermore only feel this power so long as he does not open the letter.  
The chaining between Erika’s constrained voice, writing, and the cinematic representation 
of their own relationship (which ultimately keeps both in silence), makes apparent the limits in 
which Erika can operate. Though the letter apparently comes at the cost of her voice, it nevertheless 
marks for her a freedom from her mother who, dominant in their own relationship, is unaware of 
its existence. Writing offers Erika a sense of agency. She believes that this sense will also be 
extended to her relationship with Klemmer by casting the roles to be played: she will take the role 
of the “instrument” on which he will play, while reserving the right to conduct. Refusing to enter 
into any sexual relationship that is not “under the condition of violence [unter der Bedingung von 
Gewalt],” however, Erika at the same time “ardently hopes that she will be spared what is required 
in the letter.”22 With tongue-in-cheek Jelinek lays bare the Janus-faced nature of Erika’s goal: 
Erika Kohut is using her love to make this boy her master. The more power he 
attains over her, the more he will become Erika’s pliant creature. Klemmer will be 
her slave completely when, say, they go strolling in the mountains. Yet Klemmer 
will think of himself as Erika’s master. That is the goal of Erika’s love. That is the 
only way that love won’t be consumed prematurely. He has to be convinced: This 
woman has put herself entirely in my hands. And yet he will become Erika’s 
 
20 Jelinek, 190. 
21 Jelinek, 190. 
22 Jelinek, 213. 
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property. That’s the way she pictures it. Things can go awry only if Klemmer reads 
the letter and disapproves. 
 
Erika Kohut nützt ihre Liebe dazu aus, daß dieser Junge ihr Herr wird. Je mehr 
Gewalt er über sie erhalten wird, umso mehr wird er aber zu ihrem, Erikas willigem 
Geschöpf. Klemmer wird schon ganz ihr Sklave sein, wenn sie zum Beispiel in die 
Ramsau fahren, um in den Bergen dahinzuspazieren. Dabei wird er sich für ihren, 
Erikas Herrn halten. Dazu wird Erika ihre Liebe benützen. Das ist der einzige Weg, 
auf dem die Liebe sich nicht vorzeitig auszehrt. Er muß überzeugt sein: diese Frau 
hat sich mir ganz in die Hand gegeben, und dabei geht er in Erikas Besitz über. So 
stellt sie sich das vor. Es kann nur dann noch schiefgehen, wenn Klemmer den Brief 
liest und ihn mißbilligt.23 
 
The dynamic power relations of a submissive-dominant relationship are of course quite familiar if 
not commonplace. But Jelinek extends it here in order make explicit the inherent demand of self-
deception of being in control that Erika must make of herself within a normative heteronormative 
structure. What Jelinek presents here as an illicit and potentially ‘sexy’ affair in which Erika takes 
control, and which might excite the reader, implicates the general male-female relationship. 
However, Klemmer’s power even over her writing is clear from the start. After receiving the letter, 
he puts off opening it, romanticizing its unseen contents as though knowing that whatever is 
contained within it will disenchant, seeing as writing itself – especially in Erika’s hand – poses a 
challenge to his authority. This leads him to repeatedly assure her that she need not write him 
letters but can either tell him or kiss him. She is to play the Romantic love object or to speak in the 
voice of which he is already in control.  
The letter Erika writes detailing the violent bondage fantasies she wishes for him to carry 
out does end up challenging Klemmer’s implied dominance and the aesthetic ideal he holds so 
close. Shocked at its contents, he attempts to laugh it off, ‘explaining’ to Erika that “it often takes 
courage to reject a challenge and opt for the norm.”24 What Klemmer is unaware of here, and 
 
23 Jelinek, 207. 
24 Jelinek, 215. 
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which Erika at the very least intuits, is that both the challenge and the norm amount to the same 
thing. Her habit of self-cutting that begins in puberty is shrouded in the language of masculinity 
and its representative social structures: one blade is described as smiling “like a bridegroom at a 
bride,” while another is the “paternal all-purpose razor [die väterliche Allzweck-Klinge]” that she 
uses to mutilate her genitals. Appealing to a psychoanalytic reading of castration, Marlies Janz and 
Georgina Paul have both framed this self-injury as paradoxically both Erika’s self-determination 
as an autonomous agent of a sexual act, in that she is the agent of her objectification, as well as a 
symbolic self-castration that establishes her “Weiblichkeit.” By being the subject of her own 
objectification, Janz emphasizes Erika’s designation not as “weiblich,” but as “Herrin,” a word 
that adds a feminine suffix to the masculine “Herr,” or master. Paul echoes this reading while 
framing it as an act of determination against Erika’s mother specifically: “in response to her fears 
and under the influence of her mother, she has constructed a pseudo-phallic identity for herself, 
based on conceptions of control and mastery, whether this be as teacher, as musician, as subject of 
the masculine-connoted gaze, or as the masochist who dictates exactly how she is to be 
mishandled.”25 However, this control exists on a hierarchical spectrum, which we catch a glimpse 
of in the red-light district and the Praterauen. The level of control that is permitted of Erika through 
her taking on the position of man, as Janz points out, can only reach that of “deklassierte Männer 
wie türkishe Gastarbeiter [die in der Sexualität] noch dominant sind gegenüber der jeweiligen Frau 
[declassed men such as Turkish guest workers who are sexually still dominant over their respective 
wife].”26 Erika’s subjectivity is brought into question, and appears to exist as object of object. In 
both cases, the contradictory flows between subject and object, dominant and dominated, are well 
 
25 Georgina Paul, ‘Pathologies: Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin and Rainald Goetz’s Irre’, in Perspectives on 
Gender in Post-1945 German Literature (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2009), 163. 
26 Janz, Elfriede Jelinek, 78. 
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rehearsed through the novel. Yet the introduction of writing and its relation to this contradiction 
as it regards her masochistic relationship to Klemmer, brings the materiality of the novel itself to 
the forefront.  
 Through Klemmer’s discursive and physical violence toward Erika, Jelinek reveals the 
extent to which the cultural-aesthetic structure in which they both operate justifies this violence. 
But beyond this, Jelinek is also intent on demonstrating just how this violence is in fact written 
into the genetic code of a Western aesthetic and poetic tradition. The mythological figure of 
Cassandra resuscitated by Christa Wolf in her Voraussetzungen to disclose this violence figures, 
in this case, as Erika’s foremother: she too is permitted the cultural status of priestess or seer but 
is denied both the authority that would otherwise come with such a status and, perhaps more 
importantly, belief of her prophecies. Expression under these conditions is therefore limited, 
allowing her to remain either silent or appear as mad or irrelevant at best – in any case, she is not 
to be listened to in any serious sense. The valence of sexual violence inherent to this bind is made 
rather explicit by Wolf’s reminder that Cassandra’s fate is sealed when Apollo spits into her mouth, 
stripping her of her value as prophet while at the same time elevating her to that position, ushering 
in a patriarchy wherein women’s position within a new political and subsequently aesthetic regime 
is clearly defined.27  
 Erika’s is not so much a ‘cautionary tale,’ which would more likely than not rest on 
misogynistic assumptions. She rather represents the explicit negation already implicit in Wolf’s 
question that asks whether Western literature’s white patriarchal self-reflection should simply be 
supplemented (if not replaced) by a white woman’s own self-reflection.28 In the same year that 
 
27 Wolf, Cassandra, 292, 23. “’If Apollo spits into your mouth,” [Parthena] told me solemnly, ‘that means you have 
the gift to predict the future. But no one will believe you’ [Wenn Apollon dir in den Mund spuckt, sagte sie mir 
feierlich, bedeutet das: Du hast die Gabe, die Zukunft vorauszusagen. Doch niemand wird dir glauben].” 
28 Wolf, 225. 
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this question appears in Wolf’s book, Jelinek offers Erika as a sacrificial victim whose brutal 
assault and rape at the end of the novel stand in as an answer. Erika’s attempt to establish her own 
subjectivity through her role as a teacher, her alignment with the male gaze at peep shows and in 
the Praterauen, and her setting the conditions of her own abuse at the hands of Klemmer through 
writing, leads to Erika’s embodiment of both the self-destructive anxiety of the historical moment 
– the headlong race during the Cold War era into inevitable nuclear destruction – as well as the 
impossibility for expressivity within conditions that are exclusively masculine. The staging of 
sadomasochistic relationship that ends in Erika’s rape following her own self-mutilation appear to 
confirm the fears harbored about such a one-dimensional rationality of politics and literature that 
helped set the beat for the march toward nuclear warfare and the re-emergence of fascistic ideals. 
 
Acoustic Obscenities: Voice, Dialect and Pornography 
 
Although Jelinek does not spare Erika any violence, she does leave some breadcrumbs for a 
possible resistance to it. This becomes more evident when we consider Jelinek’s own comparison 
of herself to Elias Canetti’s scornful approach to the critique of postwar society by way of tearing 
off what Canetti referred to as ‘akustische Masken.’29 These masks, which mimicked the language 
of discourse and covered over the breathing and voicing body, could not however simply be 
removed with the scalpel of rational critique. Common to both Jelinek and Canetti is their 
investment in exaggeration that not only push the assumptions of existing discourses to their limits 
 
29 This tradition is often attributed to the influence of Karl Kraus, to whom both Canetti and Jelinek openly indebt 
themselves, especially the practice of countering the targets of critique with their own language, exaggerating it to the 
point of dissolution. For more on this as it regards Kraus, see Karl Kraus, Die letzten Tage der Menschheit: 
Bühnenfassung des Autors (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004) Kraus famously employs direct citations from 
newspapers, advertisements and military reports to demonstrate, in their own words, the absurdities of the those 
undertaking and supporting the first World War or, as he put it, the ‘Last Days of Mankind’. 
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but inflate figures to the point at which their discursive definitions could no longer be sustained.30 
Jelinek’s overabundance of language, and especially her literary obscenities, ultimately subject 
discourse to ridicule, often with its own tools. Her language in Die Klavierspielerin and in her 
1989 novel Lust, makes a conscious attempt to adopt the language of its target, forcing it to 
confront its mirror image by volleying back its own syntactical structures and methodologies in 
order to elicit something like shame on the part of the reader, a first step toward a more useful 
critique, perhaps.  
 The nature of Jelinek’s obscenity has been an evident topic for critics who point to her 
above discussed scenes of sexual violence and pornographic language. Yet the true nature of this 
obscenity, of a confrontation with ‘filth’ as its etymology suggests, takes on a much larger role in 
the scope of Jelinek’s work when we consider it as a more general confrontation with that which 
exists in the ‘off-sides,’ that is, beyond the normative cultural and epistemic boundaries. The 
Cassandra myth already gives a hint as to what this ‘obscenity’ actually entails, though we get a 
rather explicit example from Jelinek toward the end of Die Klavierspielerin in which the 
phenomenal voice and an act of (self-)listening poses a dilemma for the cultural apparatus that 
deems Jelinek’s literary activities as obscene. 
Reaching around the two-dimensional scenography of Western culture, Jelinek identifies 
the acoustic dimension as that against which existing structures defend themselves. This begins to 
become evident when she positions Erika’s mother against her daughter’s door. Believing 
Klemmer and Erika to be having sex behind a locked door in their shared apartment, the mother 
 
30 Hyun Sook Shin, ‘Sprache, Unmittelbarkeit Und Mythos Bei Elias Canetti’, in Unmittelbarkeit: Brinkmann, Born 
Und Die Gegenwartsliteratur, ed. Markus Fauser and Martin Schierbaum (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2016), 229–
40. In this essay, Shin discusses the relationship between exaggeration and Canetti’s mythos. 
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alternates between pressing her ear to the door to listen in on them, and blaring the television set 
so that the neighbors would complain with the hope that this would put an end to the affair.  
The mother’s eavesdropping, while simultaneously causing her own “acoustic 
transgression [akustischer Verfehlung]” with the blaring television set, indicates a type of 
‘voyeurism’ that is in fact central to Jelinek’s novel, namely an auditory one that is at odds with 
conventional acoustic isolation and the denigration of ‘noise.’ We quickly realize, however, that 
the transgression is not so much the noise of sex itself that needs to be drowned out by the evening 
news. It is rather the ‘noise’ of Erika diverting her attention away from this sanctioned and ordered 
acoustical paradigm:  
Mother is terrified that her daughter, behind the door, is listening only to her body, 
which may now be blossoming under someone’s touch. Mother turns the volume 
up so high that the neighbors are sure to complain. The apartment quakes under the 
blaring fanfare of the Last Judgment, announcing the evening news. Any moment 
now, the neighbors will be banging with broomsticks or knocking at the door to 
lodge a personal complaint. Serves Erika right, for she will be named as the reason 
for the acoustic transgression, and from now on she won’t be able to look any of 
the neighbors in the eye. 
 
Die Mutter hat die Befürchtung, daß die Tochter hinter der Tür nur auf den Körper 
hört, der möglicherweise jetzt schon unter einer Berührung aufblüht. Sie stellt den 
Fernseher so laut, daß es nachbarschaftlich nicht mehr zu verantworten ist. Die 
Wohnung vibriert unter den Stößen jener Fanfaren des jüngsten Gerichts, welche 
die «Zeit im Bild» ankündigen. Gleich werden die Anrainer mit Besenstielen 
klopfen oder sich persönlich an der Tür zur Beschwerde einfinden. Das geschieht 
Erika recht, denn sie wird als der Grund akustischer Verfehlung genannt werden 
und kann künftig niemandem im Haus mehr in die Augen schauen.31 
 
An equation is made here between self-listening and the acoustic transgressions that, as far back 
as Kant, has marked the transformation of ‘music’ to ‘noise’ when it moves out of the comfort of 
the home into a neighbor’s earshot. There is for Kant a “certain lack of urbanity in music” precisely 
because it is able to pass through the private sphere and into the public. In doing so, it threatens 
 
31 Jelinek, The Piano Teacher, 211. 
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the “freedom of others, outside of the musical circle” in a way that the visual arts do not, “since 
one need only turn one’s eyes away if one would not admit their impression.”32  
By this standard set by Kant, Erika’s listening to her own body is rendered a noisy affair. 
It reveals that which is not to be heard and which disrupts the soundscape that has attuned the order 
of things, namely the relations between objectified subjects. Such an enlightened sense of freedom 
– which no doubt informed the culture of the conservatory – is arguably predicated on silencing 
the outside world and enveloping oneself within one’s own four walls, both literally and 
figuratively. Tyler Whitney points out that about a century after Kant worries about music drifting 
in from beyond his own immediate surroundings, this annoyance is transformed into the image 
and rhetoric of a warfare with lines clearly drawn along class distinctions. For Maximillian 
Plessner, a former Prussian Army officer, the noise of the urban Pöbel (the working class, and the 
very thing Erika herself tries to distance herself from) is characterized as “acoustic projectiles” 
against the more ‘intellectual’ bourgeoisie which was responsible for maintaining social order.33 
As a representative of the ‘state’ (“inquisitor and executioner in one, unanimously recognized as 
Mother by the State and by the Family”) Erika’s mother embodies power’s arbitration of 
phenomenal perception and expression. She deploys Plessner’s own means of a counterattack by 
exploiting the very thing (the eardrum - tympanum) being attacked. Just as, according to Whitney, 
Plessner dreamed of retaliating through a “drumming” of his own, though clearly more directly 
violently, Erika’s mother chooses to blare the television to drown out Erika’s ‘subversive’ 
 
32 See Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews, 11th ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 207. Interesting about this particularly passage is Kant’s equation of sound’s 
potential transgressions with the capacity for odor to do the same, thereby implicitly conceiving of an atmosphere as 
antagonistic to the more comfortable and private (individualistic) consumption of the visual domain: “It is almost the 
same here as in the case of the delight from a widely pervasive smell. Someone who pulls his perfumed handkerchief 
out of his pocket treats everyone in the vicinity to it against their will, and forces them, if they wish to breathe, to 
enjoy it at the same time; hence it has also gone out of fashion.” 
33 Whitney, Eardrums, 5–6. 
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behavior. This choice on the mother’s part, however, suggests that it isn’t so much sound – or 
noise – that is the issue here, but rather that it is sexuality that must be silenced, along with feminine 
expression that originates with listening to one’s own body. The mother (and state or power, 
generally) equates this repressive domain with acoustical silence of a particular kind. 
While this supports the notion that Jelinek’s project is largely framed as a feminist anti-
poetics that questions the extent to which a woman’s vocal self-expression is possible, her critique 
must be considered within a broader context in which misogyny is but one symptom. Just as 
woman’s voice struggles against the apparatus of the patriarchal structure (as we heard in VALIE 
EXPORT’S performance above), Jelinek simultaneously laments the ‘noise’ and contingent 
signals that had been eradicated from the German language since the war. This is of course not 
simply an aesthetic concern, but a thoroughly ethical one, insofar as the bodies of (a) people and 
the sounds that their voices make, constitute something of an open whole. This aspect of violence 
and language which was dealt with in her novels in a pornographic and violent manner can further 
be found in her play Burgtheater (1985) that deals with a cultural language under the influence of 
National Socialism. This controversial play, named after the revered national theater, attacks the 
artificiality of the postwar German language that, as Beatrice Hanssen notes, had been “stripped 
of all Jewish and Slavic elements” during and after the war. Hanssen quotes Jelinek as saying in 
an interview that, 
Burgtheater is a play about language, the destruction of language, the exodus of 
language from the stage and from people’s brains; it is a play about the Nazi horror, 
which assailed the German language – a language that still has not been denazified. 
All Jewish elements, all language culture have been driven out. What remains on 
stage is kitsch and sentiment.34 
 
 
34 Beatrice Hanssen, ‘Elfriede Jelinek’s Language of Violence’, New German Critique, no. 68 (1996): 108. 
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In the opening stage direction to the play, we further find the following passage that confronts the 
audience with this violence in an almost mocking way: 
The first part takes place in 1941, the second just before the liberation of Vienna. 
The place is Vienna . . . The usage of language is very important, it is to be 
understood as an artificial language. Only echoes of the true Viennese dialect! 
Everything is to be spoken exactly as it is written. It is in fact desirable that a 
German actor learns and speaks the text as though it were in a foreign language.  
 
Der erste Teil spielt 1941, der zweite knapp vor der Befreiung Wiens. Der Ort der 
Handlung ist Wien . . . Sehr wichtig ist die Behandlung der Sprache, sie ist als eine 
Art Kunstsprache zu verstehen. Nur Anklänge an den echten Wiener Dialekt! Alles 
wird genauso gesprochen, wie es geschrieben ist. Es ist sogar wünschenswert, wenn 
ein deutscher Schauspieler den Text wie einen fremdsprachigen Text lernt und 
spricht.35 
 
This hollowing-out of language that occurred under the Nazi’s extermination of millions of Jews 
and Slavs, reveals the violent foundations and trajectory of the “devocalization” witnessed within 
the domestic context of women in Jelinek’s novels. In this sense, Jelinek’s Burgtheater is by no 
means a departure from the explicitly feminist novels that came before and after it, but rather an 
expansion of the critique of a continued insistence that voices go unheard by staging them with 
Brechtian-inspired alienation.  
 Burgtheater points out that in the transition from National Socialism to postwar democratic 
liberalism in Western Europe, the voice and the atmosphere in which it appears can be seen as 
lingering within a dangerous blind spot. The authentic voice that found its home in the former and 
which represented itself in a Völkisch guise was largely based on the fetishization of origins that 
led to the reverence for Alemannic dialect as a sort of German Ursprache. This of course coincided 
with a cult of regionalism that grew outward as a new model for universalism without the 
acknowledgement that it was scenographically contrived. The irony is of course that despite the 
 
35 Elfriede Jelinek, ‘Burgtheater: Posse Mit Gesang’, in Theaterstücke, ed. Ute Nyssen (Köln: Prometh, 1984), 102. 
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reverence for the ‘voice’ and place these categories were conceived in a silent and abstract logic. 
It is ultimately forged by the same devocalized reason that allowed for human beings to be rendered 
fungible and expendable in a way that recalls the romantic self-image that Erika and her mother 
have of herself. With the tainted experience of a nationalism and nativism that attached itself to 
the categories of voice, local expression and place, the postwar West sought to organize itself along 
more universalist lines and developed, understandably, a suspicion toward any sort of 
romanticization of locality. This provided certain difficulties for Germans and Austrians who at 
the same time sought to distance themselves from the militaristic and technological imagery of the 
National Socialists by reconstructing the meaning of Heimat through its many sentimental films 
and music that took place in the Alps – a familiar setting for sexual and political violence in 
Jelinek’s novels.36 Nevertheless, Jelinek forces a confrontation with the fact that a turn away from 
the irrationality of the previous decades toward a renewed commitment to universalist and 
cosmopolitan ideals articulated in the language of enlightenment, tended to leave behind the more 
intimate categories of experience of the embodied voice and locality that were similarly eradicated 
under National Socialism.  
What is seemingly ignored by both, at least in any sincere way, is a local and embodied 
‘voice’ or Stimme, conditioned by a particular atmosphere or Stimmung. Just as Jelinek’s novels 
depict the ideological violence that language and an aesthetic regime enacts on Erika, for example, 
and just as Jelinek’s own ‘speaking’ of this violence roused scandal among critics, we find that in 
Burgtheater the voice once again serves as a site of critical excess. Somewhat like Frisch’s Zürich-
 
36 See, for example, Elfriede Jelinek, Wolken. Heim. (Göttingen: Steidl, 1990); Elfriede Jelinek, Totenauberg (Reinbek 
bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1991). In addition to Lust and other novels, these plays simillarly take aim at the buccolic 
imagery that the mountains offer in the German-speaking tradition. Both take aim at German thinkers, with 
Totenauberg playing on the name of the location of Heidegger’s famous Hütte at Todtnauberg, which is the 
background for a discussion between Heidegger and Arendt. 
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Transit script, Jelinek turns to the Viennese dialect in order to weaponize it against her homeland 
by taking on a beloved theatrical family that found success before, during and after Nazi 
occupation. Presented as a farce (Posse), the play dramatizes the ‘fitting-in’ of these Viennese 
theatrical figures, shifting their language from the thick Viennese dialect to the Schriftsprache that 
the Nazis ironically required of them, slowly infusing this language with a Nazi vocabulary until 
a full national, ideological and linguistic assimilation is achieved by the end of the play.37 The 
presence of the unintelligible voice dialect was no doubt a point of contention as even the shortest 
scan of the play’s reception will show. Not only did it alienate its German audience in Bonn who 
had difficulty understanding the dialect and recognizing Austrian images, thereby directing 
critique of the play against Jelinek herself, but in Austria (where the play wasn’t staged until 2005), 
it situated a familiar dialect between the violent abstraction of National Socialism and the 
expression of an intimate locality, forcing the audience to contend with its own complicity in this 
particular historical past. For Germans, for whom the play was initially staged in 1985, the 
language ‘barrier’ proved to be just as scandalous as the content of her two novels, turning attention 
away from the critique of Austria to what was perceived as a self-indulgence and a failing of the 
author herself, who one critic characterized as a “strange, masochistic, know-it-all . . . who wallows 
luxuriously around in her own filth.”38 
The play’s charge of complicity and the disgust it aroused in the offended audience is 
suspiciously akin to the sort of critical reaction elicited by Jelinek’s more explicitly ‘pornographic’ 
work, especially her novel Lust that appeared a few years after Burgtheater. In more than one way, 
both Burgtheater and Lust can be read as two iterations of the ‘obscene.’ The nature of obscenity 
 
37 Allyson Fiddler, ‘Jelinek: Burgtheater’, in Landmarks in German Comedy, ed. Peter Hutchinson, vol. 35 (Oxford: 
Peter Lang, 2006), 233. 
38 Quoted in Margarete Lamb-Faffelberger, Valie Export Und Elfriede Jelinek Im Spiegel Der Presse: Zur Rezeption 
Der Feministischen Avantgarde Österreichs (New York: Peter Lang, 1992), 293. 
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appears to lie in the act of placing the reader-spectator in the role of a listener who is horrified by 
what they hear – horror only insofar as a confrontation with the off-side of a cultural atmosphere 
and the conditions of the determining (bestimmende) Stimmung in which they (we) find 
themselves, than it does in any other real offense. This is precisely the point of Jelinek’s texts from 
Die Klavierspielerin to Burgtheater and Lust, all of which simply hold up an enlarging mirror to 
her readership. The offense, as Erika’s mother’s eavesdropping seems to imply, lies more in the 
demand for a critical self-assessment of one’s role in maintaining that which is ‘obscene’ than in 
the reality of its existence, regardless of whether such complicity takes the form of ignorance or 
an active masking-over through discursive means. Such an understanding of offense, then, helps 
to make sense of a broader link between Jelinek’s critique of sexual politics, language and the 
existing methodologies that claim a liberatory promise.  
In some way a restaging of Die Klavierspielerin within a more conventional setting of the 
nuclear family, Jelinek’s Lust was from the outset an explicit attempt to write “ein weibliches 
Porno [a feminine porno].” However, in the short text “Der Sinn des Obszönen” in which she 
responds to reactions and misconceptions about the novel, Jelinek admits that she was well aware 
that such an endeavor was bound to fail: “Ich versuche das, merke aber in meiner eigenen Arbeit, 
dass die Darstellung des Obszönen von Männern so usurpiert ist, dass Frauen dafür keinen Ort 
haben und scheitern müssen [I attempt this, but notice in my own work that the representation of 
the obscene is so usurped by men that women have no place for it and must fail].”39 Language 
again fails her, revealing itself as complicit with a patriarchal order that returns her to the position 
from which she attempts to escape. The experience of this linguistic block echoes the experience 
of the novel’s protagonist who finds that “Language draws itself up erect before her like her 
 
39 Elfriede Jelinek, ‘Der Sinn Des Obszönen’, in Frauen & Pornografie, ed. Claudia Gehrke (Tübingen: 
Konkursbuch Verlag, 1988), 102. 
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husband’s penis.”40 Yet it is precisely as a counterstrike that Jelinek turns to the ‘conditions of a 
narrative’ for pornography itself in order to reveal a Geschichtslosigkeit (a-historicality) of the 
reified pornographic image that, through an aesthetics of the ‘obscene,’ depersonalizes and 
devitalizes the novel’s protagonist.  
 The story that Lust tells is therefore one of the atmospheric complex from which the 
pornographic image is abstracted, commodified and circulated through various forms of media as 
an a-historical artifact. It situates itself in the domestic scene occupied by Hermann, the director 
of a paper mill and the village’s largest employer, and his wife Gertie and their young son. Having 
otherwise acted the part of the respectable bourgeois by limiting his violent and debasing sexual 
exploits to the red-light districts, the contemporary AIDS crisis forces his exploits back into the 
private sphere out of fear of infection. Gertie therefore becomes the object of his objectification. 
In rhythmic language pervaded by alliteration and puns, shifting metaphors and non-sequiturs, 
Jelinek narrates with extreme detail the daily rapes that Gertie experiences at the hands of her 
husband as well as the young law student Michael with whom she begins an affair. Her attempts 
to break out of this cycle are limited to establishing herself firmly in the bourgeois ideal of Marital 
Love, which she seeks in Michael, although in vain. She eventually comes to recognize the 
hopelessness of her situation and finds in her young son the sacrificial victim on which she can 
 
40 Elfriede Jelinek, Lust (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1989), 131. 
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enact revenge against a male dominated society, putting him to bed before pulling a plastic bag 
over his head and suffocating him.41 
 As in Die Klavierspielerin, Jelinek situates the sexual violence perpetrated in the name of 
cultural idealisms within its larger socio-political context. Her anti-pornographic writing, she 
insists, is not aimed against sex and sexuality – she seems to cautiously hold out hope that a 
feminist pornography might someday be possible – but against the political conditions from which 
they emerge and which they sustain. The aim of her writing is to “name that which appropriates 
sexuality in service of producing a master-slave relation between men and women [den Dingen . . 
. nennen, die sich Sexualität aneignen und das Herr-Knecht-Verhältnis zwischen Männern und 
Frauen produzieren].”42 This dialectic is extended to all facets of Austria’s (and the West’s) self-
image: the sports cult, the tourism, Kultur and capitalism are all sites on which this dialectic is 
rehearsed on a microlevel.43 To this we can add the self-perception of postwar neutrality imposed 
 
41 This scene from Jelinek’s novel resonates with Wolf’s Medea: Stimmen (1996), which similarly examines the 
foundations of a new order through the sacrificial murders of Iphinoe in Corinth and Apsyrtus in Colchis. In Wolf’s 
text, Medea finds the bones of a long-dead Iphinoe over which her mother, Queen Merope, was weeping. The story 
goes that King Creon had her killed in order to establish a patriarchal order, bypassing the matrilineal rules of 
succession. A similar murder takes place in Colchis, that of Medea’s brother Apsyrtus, whom she is then suspected of 
having killed. Instead, it is again her father, King Aeëtes who has the boy killed for fear that his wife was plotting for 
her young son to take over the throne. What is central for Wolf in both of these cases is the shared sacrifice of children 
through which a patriarchal order secures itself, either by stalling matrilineal succession or disrupting a coup led by 
the Colchian Queen. Although Medea appeared after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, for Wolf, Corinth and Colchis are thinly veiled stand-ins for the East-West divide of the Cold War era, with 
Corinth representing that economistic and capitalistic patriarchal government, and with Colchis leaning toward a more 
communal ideals and an indifference to riches. Both ideals are of course condemned and proven to be in the service 
of a common goal, an attitude with which Jelinek is very much in agreement. 
42 Jelinek, ‘Der Sinn Des Obszönen’, 102. 
43 Of particular note in this respect is Jelinek’s play Ein Sportstück (1998), which grapples with Austria’s (and the 
West’s) fascination and indeed obsession with athletes and athleticism. In her sights is the cult of skiing, on which 
Jörg Haider, the head of the FPÖ (Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs), famously drew to bolster a youthful image of 
Austria’s far-right. Elfriede Jelinek, Ein Sportstück (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 2004); Jelinek’s public clash 
with the far-right of Austria is in many ways indebted to Thomas Bernard whose acerbic critiques of Austrian society 
are well known and had been cemented with his play Heldenplatz (1988), whose critique made an implicit though 
direct link between Austrian fascism and the presidency of Kurt Waldheim. I would only add here that Jelinek is 
perhaps far more irreverently ‘playful’ in her critique through exaggeration than Bernhard. Thomas Bernhard, 
Heldenplatz (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2014). 
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from the outside by Soviet influence that was then telegraphed backwards, framing Austria as one 
of Hitler’s first victims.  
Lust both parodies the sexually explicit male writer and his language while directly 
confronting the (male) reader with their complicity in the violence depicted. In addition to detailing 
this violence in the sexual drama between Gerti, her husband and Michael, scholars and critics 
have made note of the extent to which Jelinek’s novel felt like an attack on the reader themselves. 
By mimicking the masculine language of pornography to the extent that, as Sigrid Löffler puts it, 
it comes to resemble “down to the syntax and terminology the graffiti of a men’s restroom [bis in 
die Syntax und Terminologie der Männerklo-Graffiti]” (a dialect all its own), Jelinek “ruins for 
everyone an arousal of lust for Lust [verdibt . . . jedem Geilspitz die Lust an der Lust].”44 Instead, 
Löffler points out the extent to which the novel imposes a “Lese-Strapaze [a reading drudgery]” 
through its compact and dense prose that, “with total force, fury and hate, strikes one in the face 
with extremity [mit voller Wucht, mit Wut und Haß, ganz extrem ins Gesicht schlägt]”45 Just as 
with the language used in Burgtheater, this was Jelinek’s explicit intention, namely that “through, 
so to say, aesthetic mediation, commercial pornography should strike back at the face of the reader 
. . . that is exactly the point, that one cannot revel in it like a pig in slop, rather that one becomes 
pale while reading [kommerzielle Pornographie . . . soll durch ästetische Vermittlung sozusagen 
dem Leser ins Gesicht zurückschlagen . . . Das ist genau der Zweck, daß man sich darin nicht 
wälzen kann wie das Schwein in der Kuhle, sondern daß man blaß wird beim Lesen].”46 The 
apparent charges of assault and imposition here that emerged from a readership is particularly 
striking in its complaint that its title did not deliver, just as Burgtheater and its mangling of the 
 
44 Quoted in Lamb-Faffelberger, Valie Export Und Elfriede Jelinek Im Spiegel Der Presse, 106. 
45 Quoted in Lamb-Faffelberger, 107. 
46 Lamb-Faffelberger, 105. 
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German language by its reliance on regionally-specific dialect failed to satisfactorily revere 
Austria’s national theater.  
With this concentration on the sounds or Stimme of ‘local’ idioms as atmospheric content 
– whether a regional dialect or a hidden restroom wall – Jelinek confronts her readers with the fact 
that the most intimate pervasive aspects of experience had become apparently foreign to the 
conscious mind. While the myths of the postwar period – a return to the Enlightened or Romantic 
humanism reaffirmed by West Germany with the choice of Beethoven’s birthplace as its new 
capital city, the emergence of a new peaceful universalism through charters and international 
agreements, or the seriousness of Wissenschaft which rid the scene of irrational superstitions – 
pretended to offer a remedy for the poison of the recent past, Jelinek’s activity as a Trümmerfrau 
unearths a shared foundations between pre-and postwar. Die Klavierspielerin, Burgtheater and 
Lust, all written in a decade during which far-right ideologies were reasserting themselves, returns 
our attention to the conditions of the atmospheres from which they were emerging. The gags, 
gasps, and gurgling voices that we hear coming from Jelinek’s characters not only pose a risk a 
risk to the abstract ideals demanded of systems of thought and aesthetics at large, but at the same 
time reveal themselves to be entirely constitutive of these same systems. What Jelinek 
accomplishes here is ultimately two-fold. Not only does she all at once condemn Austria’s Nazi 
past and its latent presence in the postwar era that has seemingly rid itself of it, but she opens the 
door for a wider, self-described ‘European’ critical apparatus to expose itself as complicit with the 













Stimmung and Mythopoesis: Concluding Remarks and Paths for 
Future Research 
 
At the outset of this dissertation, I attempted to justify the choice of Max Frisch, Elias Canetti and 
Elfriede Jelinek as examples of an implicit postwar mythopoetics of Stimmung. I argued that, 
despite their potentially haphazard juxtaposition, what brings these authors together is a critical 
attunement to the vocal emanations within the atmospheres of literal and cultural spaces. Such an 
attunement, I argued in various ways throughout the three chapters above, reveals potentials for a 
social, political and ideological critique that departs from the generally accepted paradigms of the 
twentieth century. Diverting from more academic forms of critique, the alternatives presented 
above instead root themselves in the attention to the built spaces of private dwellings and public 
cities, the collective nature of shared breathing spaces, and the channeling of cultural myths and 
voices within the media sphere. In doing so, they offer a unique critique of the oppressive forces 
that remained in the decades following the second World War. In addition to this, however, they 
simultaneously reveal the extent to which existing critical programs either maintained significant 
blind spots, at best, or a complicity with the targets of their critique, at worst. 
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The authors of this study are of course by no means the only ones in which we might find 
such an attunement to the sounds and spaces in which our lives take place or how these sounds 
might disrupt conventional thought. We can easily count them among modernists such as Kafka, 
Proust and Joyce whose work has supplied an abundance of source material for studies on space 
and, more recently, scholarship within the domain of sound studies.1 In terms of the embodied, 
acoustic voices explored through all chapters, we can look especially toward poststructuralist 
feminists such as Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous. Their forays into philosophy’s relation to the 
natural elements and the articulation of an écriture féminine could well have been included as 
chapters in this dissertation.2 In addition to this, much has been written about the avant-garde of 
the early twentieth century: the Dadaists and Futurists like Filippo Marinetti and Luigi Russolo 
were particularly interested in the rumori, or noise, of modern experience as an aesthetic and 
political category.3 The intersection of sound and politics is grasped soon thereafter with the 
introduction of the radio and the Nazi Volksempfänger that made the boundaries between the 
public and private spheres far more porous than they had ever been. With this development, a new 
technological soundscape soon became a banal presence of everyday life. The role that media like 
the radio would come to play in the construction of these public and private spaces had become a 
conscious concern for artists and scholars alike. As my first chapter demonstrated, this 
consciousness heavily informed an architectonic sensibility to atmosphere and climate that laid the 
groundwork for a heated discourse concerning architecture’s relationship to its immediate 
 
1 See Kata Gellen Norberg, Kafka and Noise: The Discovery of Cinematic Sound in Literary Modernism (Evanston, 
Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2019); Whitney, Eardrums. 
2 See Luce Irigaray, L’oubli de l’air Chez Martin Heidegger (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1983); Luce Irigaray, Amante 
Marine (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1980); Hélène Cixous, Le Rire de La Méduse et Autres Ironies (Paris: Galilée, 
2010). 
3 See Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noise: Futurist Manifesto 1913 [Arte Dei Rumori] (New York: Something Else Press, 
1967); See also Richard Kolb, Das Horoskop des Hörspiels (Berlin-Schönberg: Max Hesses Verlag, 1932). 
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environmental and ideological contexts during the last century. This concern became particularly 
acute in the wake of the Second World War as Europe sought new models for reconstruction. 
Finally, a growing ecological consciousness emerged at this time that was accompanied by the 
rediscovery of the acoustic sphere: R. Murray Schafer’s work as well as Rachel Carson’s highly 
influential book about the effects of pesticides lent us a deeper understanding of the ‘soundscapes’ 
in which we find ourselves and the effects that industry and technology has on them. This no doubt 
contributed to the development of a discourse of ‘ambience’ (to pull a term from contemporary 
composer Brian Eno) that resituated the experience of aesthetics within a lived context of sense 
perception of our contextual environments.4  
To recapitulate, what allowed Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek to drift together was what I took 
to be an indication of an awareness of a quasi-totalizing whole that was thought loosely in terms 
of ‘atmosphere’ coupled with an emphatic resistance to closed systems. This ‘totality,’ I argued, 
can be best made sense of by invoking the term Stimmung and its envelopment of multiple 
phenomenological experiences that the ubiquitous yet deceptively vague German term carries 
along with it. There is in the texts of these authors not simply a concern for atmosphere or climate 
alone, nor just for voice and expression; that is to say, they do not set out to write a novel or play 
‘about this or that atmosphere’ or ‘about this or that voice’ in any abstract or methodological way. 
Neither do they simply attempt a working-through the problems posed by the contemporary 
Zeitgeist that, borrowing from Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, I characterized above as both a Stimmung 
 
4 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1962); R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic 
Environment and the Tuning of the World, 2nd ed. (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1994); As regards architecture, 
see also Emily Ann Thompson, The Soundscape of Modernity: Architectural Acoustics and the Culture of Listening 
in America, 1900-1933 (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2002); For an influential Marxian study of aesthetic and 
economic ‘noise,’ see Jacques Attali, Bruits: essai sur l’économie politique de la musique (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1977); John Mowitt, Sounds: The Ambient Humanities (Oakland, California: University of 
California Press, 2015). 
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(mood) of latency and one of cynicism that awaited an impending disaster that was always just 
around the corner. Instead, I suggested that these writers are particularly interested in how the 
experience of the various aspects contained within Stimmung coalesces into a potentially fruitful 
critical and aesthetic practice. It is fruitful insofar as it brings the gaps between ideology and reality 
into view. Put another way, their attention to Stimmungen reveals the structuring processes not just 
of society’s institutions but the narrative forms, materials and practices that justify and normalize 
those institutions. By embedding themselves in these Stimmungen, they raise important questions 
concerning institutional and vernacular languages, their sounds and especially their relationship to 
those myths that both oppose and constitute the legacy of enlightenment thought.  
Although they rarely used the word in any explicit manner to describe their own writing or 
their approach to social and aesthetic critique, the interplay between atmospheres, moods, 
dispositions and voices that were or were not permitted to be heard, allows Stimmung to serve as 
an appropriate analytic through which to examine an underdeveloped corner of postwar literature 
and ideology critique. Rather than shying away from some of these dimensions of experience that 
might have seemed all too bound to conceptions of presence or locality, or to the body and its own 
idiolect – concepts that had incurred a connotation of violence since the Second World War – these 
authors sought to reclaim their essences by decoupling them from their historical baggage. 
Furthermore, in doing so, they move away from a visually oriented discourse and toward a felt 




At the beginning of this dissertation, I set my project apart, albeit in a nuanced way, from the recent 
turn toward Stimmung in Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht’s work of the last two decades or so, which 
similarly shifts attention toward the historically conditioned atmospheric qualities latent in every 
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text. The attention to the moods of places and texts as a new form of literary criticism that could 
free itself from the pincers of deconstruction and cultural studies, poses an extremely provocative 
and fresh path forward for how we read and teach literature. Gumbrecht’s program would have us 
make present once again the conditions and dispositions of the text’s origins, allowing us to move 
beyond what he sees as the limitations of current approaches. Alongside these works by 
Gumbrecht, David E. Wellbery’s philologically rich essay has helped to bring the term back into 
the minds of many scholars in various disciplines. It has allowed for a reconsideration of the term’s 
history and its importance to aesthetics and philosophy, and has proven influential among those 
scholars interested in ‘atmospheres’ and the affective dimensions of social or collective existence. 
And yet, while I have drawn on these important and valuable works in the above chapters, I do 
think they should be accompanied with a cautionary emphasis on the extra-curricular importance 
that Stimmung does and could continue to play in the production of aesthetic objects, be they 
literary or otherwise. That is, despite the fact that I am currently playing an active part in it, I 
wanted to stress the inherent impossibility of transforming Stimmung into and using it as a formal, 
academic concept. This impossibility is precisely what makes it so potent.  
In the introduction, I loosely began my analysis by invoking Johann Gottfried Herder’s 
‘counter-Enlightenment’ proposal for an Aerologie. This quasi-cultural climatology, Herder 
argued, would allow for an understanding of the relationship that humans experience with their 
environment. Recasting us as both “pupils of the air” and “pupils of the ear,” Herder demonstrated 
a particular sensitivity to the sensory experience of environments from which individual cultures 
emerge, posing an explicit challenge to Kantian philosophy’s abstract origins in the transcendental 
subject. It is this aerological perspective that Frisch appears to have implicitly adopted in both his 
architectural writings of the early 1950s as well as his literary texts in the decades that followed. 
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Coming to this aerology through a concern for dwelling, which occupied philosophers and 
architects alike after the war, Frisch’s literary texts and especially his use of narrative form and 
language offer an analogous critique of postwar Kantian idealism embodied in the figure of homo 
faber and its corresponding universalist technique to that of Herder’s initial salvo. However, rather 
than countering these tendencies of modernism with a regressive aesthetic deeply rooted in a sacred 
and original vernacular, as some architects proposed during this time, Frisch instead sought a 
reconciliation between the vernacular experience and universal technique by pointing out that 
which both overlooked: the actual and cultural Klima in which structures appear. This 
reconciliation, which recalls somewhat Paul Ricoeur’s understanding of a hybrid society that 
similarly balanced itself between the ethico-mythical nucleus of a particular culture and the wider 
understanding of an emerging global context, is forged in Frisch’s texts through a listening to the 
noise of the local voices that inhabit the spaces of his texts. This listening would ultimately make 
explicit the conditions of these spaces’ structuring. The question of dwelling is therefore presented 
here within a literary-linguistic context. The noise of voices that are excised in constructing 
universally intelligible structures (whether buildings or texts, especially those structuring myths 
that all too often recede into the background) must be considered in order to give voice to and 
recalibrate the narratives that underlie our self-understanding. Such self-explicating narratives, 
according to all the authors studied here, have become muddled since the enlightenment’s initial 
successes. As we saw, this naturally includes the idiom that populates this climate, and which 
establishes spatial relations between the speaker and their environment.  
The re-working of myth, more closely examined in the chapters concerning Canetti and 
Jelinek, is intimately related to the critical project of making Stimmungen apparent. Myth lends 
itself here as a particularly appropriate narrative form for achieving such a critical vantage point. 
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Relying on a variety of historical and anthropological sources, Canetti identified in myth the 
preservation of humans’ ability for transformation, an ability that is directly opposed to modern 
conceptions of power that rely and demand on the stasis of the individual. Canetti’s texts, including 
his Crowds and Power as well as his multi-volume autobiographies and travelogues, wished to 
return his reader to their natural talent for self-transformation. The figure of the true writer that 
Canetti names in 1976 is presented as a critical model, one that implicitly acknowledges 
Nietzsche’s own discovery that ideology and politics are rooted in and justified by the presence of 
Stimmungen prior to any rationalization. For Canetti, critique is therefore a matter of handling 
these atmospheres, moods and voices – something for which literature and other aesthetic practices 
are particularly well suited. As Nietzsche makes clear, modernity has by no means superseded this 
more ‘primitive’ form of thinking and communication; this realization, since lost to general 
society, has been solely occupied by those in power. The takeaway here is that to counter such 
Stimmung-making centers of power, it is first necessary to reveal all that which goes into the 
making and maintaining these moods or atmospheres, and, building off of Sergej Rickenbacher’s 
formulation concerning Robert Musil’s literature, to eventually develop what I referred to as a 
Mythopoetik der Stimmung, a narrative practice that would engage not simply the intellect but the 
body as a whole and its relation to the physical, cultural and affective atmosphere in which it 
breathes.  
Nietzsche’s point about myth, which Canetti picks up, was of course the central point made 
more than a half-century later by Horkheimer and Adorno in their Dialektik der Aufklärung (1947). 
They make the similar and by now well-trodden argument that enlightenment, which had arguably 
superseded mythical thinking, had in fact reverted to myth itself.5 Yet, as we know, for Adorno 
 
5 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
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especially, the body remained somewhat of a sore spot for his thinking. As many have argued, this 
may well be attributable to the problematic nature of the discourse concerning the body that had 
been adopted by National Socialists (something that Jelinek would take issue with herself in 
Austria’s contemporary sports culture). For Canetti, on the other hand, the body is indispensable 
to his mythopoetics. I made an attempt to emphasize this from the beginning by organizing the 
chapter on Canetti around his interest in breath and breathing. His understanding of der wahre 
Dichter and his return to myth are inextricable from this concern for the physiological and 
phenomenological experience of atmospheres that were becoming more and more apparent during 
the interwar years – years Canetti characterized as a brief historical era situated “between gas war 
and gas war.” Coupled with his experience in crowds – which lent him a quasi-mystical experience 
that is based on the physical proximity to others in terms of touch, breath and the emotional 
discharge – Canetti’s impatient concern for breathing led him to insist time and again that it is not 
enough to know that we breathe, but that we must feel it.  
As the chapter on breathing tries to make clear, it became increasingly apparent that it is in 
the ‘space’ of these Stimmungen that power makes its initial claim. Although I at most only touched 
on Canetti’s Crowds and Power, this fact is perhaps one of the more important takeaways of the 
controversial book. Its description of the crowd experience and of its collective nature in which 
individual bodies become porous and constitute an atmosphere of empathy and solidarity through 
the Entladung or discharge, puts the history of contemporary crowd control into a new perspective: 
the use of tear gas, as we have been reminded again in recent years and again at the time of this 
writing, targets the shared breathing apparatus of a collective body in order to re-atomize it into its 
constitutive individual units. In trying to draw a line between this concrete experience and 
literature, I tried to tease out some form of Canetti’s mythopoetics of Stimmung that is an embodied 
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and collective experience of a mutual listening-to the breathing places in which people encounter 
one another. 
The body and its relation to language is pushed to extremes in the next chapter on Jelinek’s 
so-called ‘obscene’ and ‘pornographic’ novels and plays. Cast under the heading of “Laughing,” 
this chapter tried to tease out the manner in which Jelinek turns to the embodied voice in a deeply 
satirical and ironic manner, revealing illusionary (and violent) nature of the cultural myths on 
which postwar Austria re-established itself. Of particular concern for Jelinek are the reified and 
commodified objectifications of women and their voices. In order to break apart these static 
images, she returns both to the contexts from which these images initially emerge, allowing them 
to move, to breathe and, most importantly, to sound. In doing so, she inevitably reveals the violence 
inherent in such processes that, along with her contemporaries like Christa Wolf, she attributes to 
the tradition of Western poetics that both mirrors and sustains the narrative of politics in general. 
The main point of this chapter was to demonstrate how Jelinek relies on tropes of listening and of 
the physical and acoustic embodied voice as that which exists in excess to the reifying and 
objectifying discourses and systems at which she takes aim. Relying obliquely on Peter 
Sloterdijk’s notion of a ‘kynical’ critique that opposes a pervasive contemporary cynicism by 
returning to the original meaning of cynicism (i.e. kynicism as embodied by the provocative and 
obscene anti-theoretical theatrics of Diogenes of Sinope), I read Jelinek’s controversial literary 
practice as being exemplary of a frechheit that forces visceral reaction, thereby involving the body 
directly in the consequences of the ideologies it only abstractly relates to otherwise. She forces an 
acoustic transgression on the reader who must now listen to her protagonists listening to their own 
bodies that speak a particular vernacular of their own. As an unwieldly and dangerous remainder 
to these systems, the acoustic phenomena of the voice in particular (and the voice as a sounding 
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body) lays bare in a ‘pornographic’ sense the violent contradictions and impotencies of these 
discourses. In this sense, we find a similar transgression in Sloterdijk’s homonym “Blasen” (the 
title of the first volume of his Sphären project) that implicitly frames the concern for breath 
contained within bubbles as an explicitly “indecent” sexual act. Such a reading of Jelinek of course 
implicates the very disciplinary structures, like the one in which I’m writing now, that attempt to 
‘make sense’ of her work. In this respect, the arguments I’ve made thus far might have been better 
served in the form of a play or a piece of experimental music. In any case, Jelinek offers a rather 
direct critique that was already present to varying degrees in the previous chapters: that the voice 
itself, as a facet of Stimmung, poses a particular danger to the dominant critical methodologies of 
the postwar and contemporary era, whether those be Marxist, Feminist or Psychoanalytic.  
With this explication of locally felt, breathed and heard atmospheres that have generally 
remained peripheral to the main strands of rational thought, Jelinek, Canetti and Frisch attempt to 
confront their readers with the extent to which the most intimate aspects of experience have 
become foreign to them. Yet they importantly also to show us to what extent such phenomena pose 
a risk to the abstract ideals demanded by various systems of thought that, despite their best efforts, 
continue to pass over them.6 
 
Postwar Mysticism  
 
A discussion of the tendency during the postwar period to couple an anti-Capitalist or anti-Fascist 
critique with a critique of their antagonistic counterparts is of course nothing new. The 
 
6 To bring up Nietzsche once again, we find a similar moment in Ecce Homo in which he contemplates the ridiculous 
claims of German Idealism when made by a Leipziger [quote]. I take this moment not necessarily as a slight against 
those who speak a Leipzig-dialect, but rather that, like Herder for example, Nietzsche identifies the internal 
contradiction to any idealistic claim, namely that it must ignore the voice of the speaker who makes its claims on its 
behalf, as the transcendental subject is always immediately placed in a particular conditions when the inflection of the 
voice in which these claims are made is heard.  
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denunciation of Adorno by bare-breasted SDS student protestors in 1969 stands as one 
emblematic, and, as Martin Jay describes it, a patricidal moment in such a development.7 However, 
the alternatives I’ve been interested in here do not really follow familiar paths, especially after 
1968. None of these authors can be said to have sought to establish a new rational or material 
system of critique, as Habermas might be said to have done after Adorno, let alone react in protest 
against current schemas. Nor did they argue for a transcendence of the world through mysticism, 
as seen with composers Karlheinz Stockhausen or Sun Ra, for example, or even a young Peter 
Sloterdijk who studied with the Bhagwan Shri Rajneesh at his ashram in India not too long before 
the Critique of Cynical Reason would appear in 1983. Taking these two poles as extremes, the 
authors discussed here instead appear to exist somewhere in between, taking both the mystical 
(and mythical) as well as a material critique seriously. How they understand these terms, however, 
differ substantially.  
A model for such a path between a serious consideration of the mystical and the urgency 
for an immanent critique of society and ideology in the postwar world can be found in Leo 
Spitzer’s philological text on the subject of Stimmung. Spitzer’s study traces the history of the term 
in relation to notions of ‘world’ or cosmic harmony from ancient Greece through the 
enlightenment.8 Drawing on this particular peculiarity of Stimmung’s far-reaching meaning, he 
examines the presence of this concept and its radical transformation over two millennia. His 
conclusion largely corroborates other contemporary attacks on enlightenment and instrumental 
rationality, especially after Descartes, and in fact acts as a sort of foundational text for existing and 
future studies on what had previously been described by Max Weber as the “Entzauberung der 
 
7 Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research, 
1923-1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), xiii. 




Welt” (the disenchantment of the world). What we find in Spitzer’s book is that the decline of 
Stimmung as a working concept comes primarily at the hands of the “destructive process of 
‘demusicalization’ and secularization in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”9 Acknowledging 
an inherent connection to the “[g]rowth of analytical rationalism and the segmentary, fragmentary, 
materialistic, and positivistic view of the world” that was brought about by Calvinism and 
Cartesianism, Spitzer leaves his study on this note, lobbing the ball, so to speak, to future 
scholars.10 
 A few years after Spitzer’s publication, the experimental composer Karlheinz Stockhausen 
would similarly turn to Stimmung in 1968 to further his project of establishing a new mysticism 
that would relieve those who wanted to free themselves from an overly rational world set on a path 
toward nuclear self-destruction. Though, to my knowledge, Stockhausen never makes reference to 
Spitzer, we find him quite expressly attempting to reverse the process of ‘demusicalizaiton’ with 
which Spitzer had diagnosed modern society. Stockhausen identifies in music the primary site on 
which humans could be reattuned to their own humanity and to the cosmos. It is through music 
that he saw humanity renewing for itself a lost harmony effected by modernity’s influence. His 
experimental compositions and developments within electronic music were thoroughly motivated 
by this mystical impulse that at one point took the explicit form of Stimmung in a piece by that 
same name.  
Stockhausen’s vocal composition Stimmung in some ways makes music of what Canetti 
perceived in the crowds of his youth. The piece is conceived for six voices and revolves around 
one agreed upon chord, a B-flat. Aside from initially tuning to the fundamental tone of this chord, 
 
9 Spitzer, 138. 
10 Spitzer, 138. 
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the voices never actually sing this chord that, as Danielle Cohen-Levinas notes, is itself spectral in 
its absence.11 Instead, each individual voice produces pitches that are part of the natural harmonic 
series above this note, producing its own individual harmonic spectrum by modulating the space 
of the mouth and throat through which the sound passes. The agreement (Stimmung) of the voices 
(Stimmen) is therefore reflected in a chord that is present only in the collective resonances and 
timbres of the individual voices. The piece itself becomes, quite literally a Stimmung, not only in 
the sense that it is produced by agreeing and attuned voices, but that its effect produces a sort of 
unintelligible presence insofar as it is non-representational and has no one single origin – it is 
something that instead permeates. The composition ultimately focuses on a multiplicity of 
individual timbres, each one of which is not only “endowed with its own inner life” but “conceived 
as arranges of spatial and temporal textures.”12 In this sense, Stockhausen not only attempts to 
“shatter” the notion of the voice as a singular point of origin as Jelinek would also suggest, but 
highlights instead its involvement with, and emergence from an “original and originary Stimmung, 
prior to the speaking and singing voice.”13  
What primarily interests me here is not so much Stockhausen’s musical composition per 
se as it is his understanding of Stimmung as a ‘non-present totality’ that reconciles a plurality 
through mutual resonances. His piece offers itself as one instance of an epochal search for an 
experience of the universal without uniformity or conformity that we witnessed previously in 
Canetti’s crowds: here, a momentary whole intrinsically relies on the mutual resonances and 
‘touching’ of individuals, all of whom contain an inner life within them. Stockhausen’s piece 
 
11 Danielle Cohen-Levinas, ‘Stockhausen and Stimmung in Music’, in Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical 
Lexicon, ed. Barbara Cassin, Steven Rendall, and Emily S. Apter (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 1063. 
12 Cohen-Levinas, 1063. 
13 Cohen-Levinas, 1063. 
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expressly meditates on the correlation between voice and atmosphere, its unifying potentials and 
the manner in which the voice (itself an atmospheric entity) can give sensual form to the air and 
the bodies that move in it. Granted, in this loose comparison to Canetti, which will need further 
clarification down the road, there is much that is open to critique in Stockhausen’s broader 
worldview, especially the other-worldly nature of his project and the somewhat paradoxical 
egocentricity that pervades his adopted role as musical and mystical guru.14 But his is yet another 
example of the pervasive yet almost imperceptible influence that Stimmung has had in corners of 
postwar culture. 
 What we can take away from Stockhausen is the fact that at the heart of both his 
compositions and his mysticism is a demand that we encounter that which has been forgotten of 
the human experience. While this dimension of experience is located within a neo-Buddhist or a 
Christian mystic’s attunement to the cosmic vibrations all around us, we can look back on the 
sensitivity to the broader context of experience in our reading of Canetti’s listening to the breaths 
and voices that surround him. In fact, there is something implicitly mystical in Canetti’s thought 
that becomes more or less explicit in a late diary entry of 1985 in which, perhaps for the last time, 
he writes about breath: 
The German word for breath – “Atem” – the foreignness of it, as if it came from 
another language. There is something Egyptian and something Indian about it, but 
even more it sounds like an aboriginal language [eine Ursprache]. To find those 
words in German that sound [tönen] aboriginal. For a start: Atem. 
 
Das Fremdartige des Wortes “Atem”, als wäre es aus einer anderen Sprache. Es hat 
ewas Ägyptisches und etwas Indisches, aber mehr noch tönt es nach einer 
 
14 See for example Cornelius Cardew, Stockhausen Serves Imperialism and Other Articles (Brooklyn, NY: Primary 
Information, 2020). Cardew, a former assistant to Stockhausen, offers a critique of the composer that very much 
echoes Canetti’s critique of his Buddhist friend. The problem rests on the mystical orientation of his thinking and its 
tendency to ‘forget’ the here and now, focusing energy on an elsewhere while allowing power to continue to work 
essentially unimpeded. While I do tend to agree with both Cardew and Canetti on this point, I do think there is 
something to be taken away from Stockhausen’s thinking through universalism in a vocal and corporeal manner.  
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Ursprache. Die Worte im Deutschen finden, die nach einer Ursprache tönen. Als 
erstes: Atem15  
 
Much like the uncanny feeling one gets when repeating a familiar word over and over again, the 
‘otherness’ that Canetti identifies in the sound of Atem reveals something that has been passed 
over in favor of its accepted meaning. What is forgotten is not simply the identification of some 
ancient origin, as the mention of India and Egypt might suggest. The invocation of India especially 
– along with acknowledging Atem’s proto-Indo-European roots in the Sanskrit Atmān – instead 
serves to indicate the loss of a “psychology of self-observation and inner experience” that is deeply 
related to breathing (insofar as breath is tied to soul in this case).16 More broadly, what is forgotten 
is the actual experience of breathing indicated by the word’s semantic meaning. Having forgotten 
the experience to which the word refers – an experience revealed when its meaning dissolves – 
indicates a larger epistemological and ethical problem for Canetti. It marks the forgetting of an 
acoustic and pneumatic dimension and, therefore, the impossibility to break beyond the reigning 
epistemological framework.  
 What is so important in this passage is that Canetti not only ties breathing once again to 
listening, but that he asks of himself, and of us, that we confront that which has become so foreign 
within that which is closest and most vital. Like the keynote of Stockhausen’s Stimmung that is 
never sung but nevertheless heard, Canetti insists that some form of transcendence of the artificial 
dichotomies that keep individuals separate from one another is made possible by listening. This 
transcendence however, at least in the case of Canetti, is not other-worldly as is often the case with 
Stockhausen who repeatedly expresses a desire to one day return to Sirius. Instead, the mystical 
lies in his emphasis on breath or Atem as something that is radically immanent, both spatially and 
 
15 Canetti, Das Geheimherz Der Uhr, 204–5; Canetti, Secret Heart of the Clock, 145. 
16 Canetti, Conscience, 9. 
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temporally. What is ultimately praised here and acknowledged by Canetti is the inherent 
unintelligibility of what is seemingly most intelligible, revealing the narrowness and sensible blind 




Despite their mutual resonances with Stockhausen’s notion of Stimmung, the authors’ insistences 
on immanence are a far cry from the space age mysticism he presents us with. Such a mysticism, 
as we just saw, tends to turn away from direct involvement in earthly and immediate social issues, 
and toward a more conservative understanding of community despite its stated aims of liberating 
humans from a spiritless modernity. Cornelius Cardew, a former assistant to Stockhausen, was one 
voice that launched a biting critique of the composer that very much echoes Canetti’s critique of 
his “Buddhist” friend Waldinger, who he accused of practicing a dangerous form of escapism 
during the Weimar period. Cardew’s issue with Stockhausen ultimately rests on his mystical 
orientation and his tendency to ‘forget’ the here and now, instead focusing his energy on an 
elsewhere while allowing imperialism’s power to continue to work essentially unimpeded.  
While Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek sit at a distance from such a program, they nevertheless 
take seriously this call to ‘correct’ a spiritual lack that pervaded the postwar West under the threat 
of atomic warfare. Though other less-space-age oriented forms of transcendence emerged since 
the time of Stockhausen’s composition in 1968, including the rave and techno culture of the 1990s 
and 2000s that led to mass gatherings such as the Love Parade in Berlin and the Street Parade in 
Zürich, what interests me in Canetti and the other authors included in this dissertation is an 
explicitly critical and grounded approach that takes seriously the desire for transcendence while 
resisting such escapism. At the risk of wading into contradiction, we can pull from another space-
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oriented figure of the postwar, the composer Sun Ra, to borrow the terminology and spirit of what 
I am trying to describe here: namely, the establishment of a ‘mythocracy.’  
While it is easy to dismiss Sun Ra’s ideas revolving around a mythocracy as part of an 
eccentric performance rooted in the Free Jazz and new religious movements of the postwar era 
that envisioned a totally new form of social order, it does offer a schematic for a potentially 
actionable future of the mythopoesis articulated in this dissertation that would make for interesting 
and fruitful research in the future. Described as a ‘system’ in opposition to theocracy and 
democracy that have failed humanity by sustaining war, greed, hunger and racism, resulting in 
impending nuclear annihilation, the central importance that Sun Ra gives to myth in this new order 
already rings familiar. Canetti’s figure of der wahre Dichter, or the true writer, whose penchant 
for transformation and self-liberation on which he places his own hopes at the height of the Cold 
War, is in many ways an echo of something that resembles such a mythocratic regime. Echoes of 
this figure are, as I have tried to show, present to varying degrees in Frisch’s architectonic literature 
and Jelinek’s violent attack on the misogynistic and crypto-fascist cultural myths. Literary scholar 
Yves Citton recasts the Jazz composer’s ideas about myth in a way that is more in line with the 
intent of the authors of this dissertation. This allows him to consider the possibilities of 
reimagining the relationship between narrative, myth and soft power in our new century in which 
empirical truth has been experiencing an identity crisis. For Citton, Sun Ra ultimately embodies 
to the extreme the potential for a liberatory counter-narrative – or in his words, a contre-
scénarisation – to the racist, classist, conformist and anti-intellectual elements that remained 
integral to the social structures of the postwar United States (and, of course, Europe).17 A changing 
of name, a positing of Saturn as an origin, the establishment of a collective Arkestra and the 
 
17 Citton, Mythocratie, 16. 
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promotion of a mythocracy, offer Citton a roadmap for a future socialist critique of an oppressive 
and political reactionary society that is thoroughly mythical in nature. Like the myths on which 
Canetti relied, and those that Frisch and Jelinek attempted to dismantle or disenchant, this new 
counter- ‘scenario’ would make present once again the multiple instances in which “it could be 
otherwise” that have been papered over by the grand narratives of Western civilization.18 But, 
again, as Citton stresses, myth in this sense is not meant as an escape but as an affront to the 
“ambivalence that permits myth (discourse, history) to at once both put us to sleep and to make us 
dream during our slumber, to clear a path to an initial imaginary access from ‘that which we had 
never become to that which we could become’ [l’ambivalence qui permet au mythe (parole, 
histoire) à la fois de nous endormir et de nous faire rêver pendant notre sommeil, nous frayant par 
là-même un premier accès imaginaire à «ce que nous ne sommes jamais devenus de ce que nous 
devrions être»].”19 In other words, myth is understood here in the Nietzschean sense that can be 
pulled through the three chapters above: as an attunement of moods through a set of narratives that 
ultimately serve power, whatever that power may look like. Myth and discourse converge here for 
Citton, just as it does for Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek.  
 
“An Awareness of What is Missing” 
 
What Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek allow us to hear once again are the atmospheres around us that 
physical and imaginary constructions are accustomed either to ignore or to push far into the 
background. Their listening out for the sounds of these spaces, however, is decidedly local and 
 
18 Citton makes particular mention here of the myths of conservative parties and ideologies. One in particular that 
illustrates his example of a politics being built on myth, is the Reagan-era figure of the “Welfare Queen” that proved 
so problematically effective in helping coalesce a political movement. This, Citton points out, was countered with 
facts and figures based in an objectively truthful rationality.  
19 Citton, Mythocratie, 17. 
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immanent. There is no talk of leaving the world behind, of extra-terrestrial desires, nor even a 
serious involvement with astrology or the appropriation of eastern religious practices that have 
become so pervasive in the West since the counter-culture movement of the 1960s. Instead, what 
readers are confronted with is a conception of a being-in-the-world that takes seriously what 
Hermann Schmitz, the founder of Neue Phänomenologie, calls the “flächenlose [surfaceless]” 
place of atmosphere. For Schmitz, atmosphere poses a particular epistemological and perhaps even 
an ontological threat to the conventional attitude of an individual toward their world. Schmitz 
writes that,  
An atmosphere is an extensive (not always total) occupation of a surface-less place 
in the sphere of lived presence, that is, that which is experienced as present. The 
imposition of surface-less places has for the conventional attitude something 
alienating about it; one takes place as something three-dimensional for which a two-
dimensional section is required from which one scales up a place through adding 
thickness and depth. Yet even those people should be easily convinced of the 
existence of surfaceless places by reminding them of the space of sound. Sound is 
spatial not only in its signaling direction and distance, but it fills space itself through 
its volume, spreading itself as dampened, sonorous sound, or sharp and pointed 
from a bright whistle, and differently again as reverb and echo, as well as through 
its suggestions of movement, which jumps from music to dancing bodies, or as a 
piercing noise constricts those who it torments. Sound has no surface; therefore its 
volume is also not three-dimensional but dynamic like a sweeping gesture. 
 
Eine Atmosphäre ist eine ausgedehnte (nicht immer totale) Besetzung eines 
flächenlosen Raumes im Bereich erlebter Anwesenheit, d.h. dessen, was als 
anwesend erlebt wird. Die Zumutung flächenloser Räume hat für die gewöhnliche 
Einstellung etwas Befremdliches, weil man den Raum für dreidimensional hält und 
dafür als zweidimensionaler Ausschnitt die Fläche nötig ist, von der man durch 
Hinzufügung der Dicke oder Tiefe zum Raum aufsteigt. Auch den so eingestellten 
Menschen sollte man aber leicht von der Existenz flächenloser Räume überzeugen 
können, indem man ihn an den Raum des Schalls erinnert. Räumlich ist der Schall 
nicht nur durch Signale für Richtung und Entfernung, sondern er füllt selbst Raum 
durch sein Volumen, weit ausladend als dumpfer, sonorer Klang, scharf und spitz 
als heller Pfiff, wieder anders als Hall und Echo, sowie durch seine 
Bewegungssuggestionen, die von der Musik auf tanzende Leiber überspringen oder 
als stechender Lärm den Belästigten einengen. Der Schall hat keine Flächen; 
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deshalb ist sein Volumen auch nicht dreidimensional, sondern dynamisch wie das 
einer ausladenden Gebärde.20 
 
Dwelling, breathing and self-listening (brought about by Jelinek through a mocking laughter) are 
but a few strategies for revealing these surfaceless spaces of atmospheres, of moods or Stimmungen 
that are populated by voices, which in turn maintain these same spaces. These surfaceless places 
are themselves the other places that figures like Stockhausen, Sun Ra and many others sought far 
beyond our own atmosphere. Yet to find them, Frisch, Canetti and Jelinek insist that we face the 
present, beginning with the very rooms we are in and the air and sounds that circulate within them.  
 I bring up the idea of ‘mythocracy’ above in order cast the narrative strategies of Frisch, 
Canetti and Jelinek as critical strategies in the postwar era that have a significant yet indirect 
bearing on political life. This significance does not lie in an explicit political message, but in the 
critical engagement with the narrativized world which establishes a base set of assumptions with 
which we encounter and build the world. In the twenty-first century it is not difficult to see how 
narratives that constitute the materiality and conditions of housing, breathing, and culturally 
sanctioned forms of misogyny are politically relevant. The racial politics of the last year and the 
ongoing pandemic alone have put the question of breathing front and center in the global discourse. 
Furthermore, the increasing impotence of reason and fact in the face of emotion and myth gives 
some sense of urgency to rediscover “an awareness of what is missing,” to borrow from Jürgen 
Habermas.21 
 With Habermas we come full circle back to Frisch and, I hope, a more concrete 
understanding as to how this dissertation intervenes in the scholarship of the last two decades. 
 
20 Hermann Schmitz, Atmosphären (Freiburg: Verlag Karl Alber, 2014), 50. 
21 Jürgen Habermas, An Awareness of What Is Missing: Faith and Reason in a Post-Secular Age, trans. Ciaran Cronin 
(Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2010). 
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Writing in the wake of the September 11 attacks, Habermas reflects on Frisch’s funeral, which he 
attended a decade earlier in 1991. He makes note of the fact that, once Frisch became aware of his 
imminent death of cancer, he insisted that his funeral be held in the St. Peter’s church in Zürich – 
an odd choice given Frisch’s staunch secularism. It is understandable that this uncharacteristic 
choice of venue suggested to some that his avowed anti-ideological stance and secular attitude had 
perhaps begun to diminish in old age. In the early 1980s, Frisch was increasingly and vocally 
frustrated with democratic liberalism’s fanning the flames of Cold War fanaticism instead of 
offering an antidote. This led him to publicly question the validity of enlightenment ideals, going 
so far as to argue that, at the end of the enlightenment there stands not the mature and reasonable 
man envisioned by Kant, but another idol in the form of a golden calf.22 In light of these late-in-
life critiques, it would be easy to take Frisch’s funeral as a sign of resignation to the comfort of a 
spiritual embrace that was becoming increasingly prevalent during this time.  
 This was precisely Habermas’ take on Frisch’s funeral. Yet a decade later he changes his 
mind. Habermas ultimately comes to the conclusion that after all was said and done, what was of 
significance was that the funeral was “a paradoxical event which tells us something about secular 
reason, namely that it is unsettled by the opaqueness of its merely apparently clarified relation to 
religion.”23 What he witnessed in attendance at Frisch’s funeral was a serious acknowledgment by 
the late author of “the shared origin of philosophy and religion” that offered a point of departure 
for overcoming a historical impasse that had led to extraordinary violence and oppression.24  
What Frisch seemed to have identified as the failure of enlightenment was its having 
forgotten its original spirit (Geist) that had been rendered immobile and silent under ideological 
 
22 Frisch, ‘Am Ende der Aufklärung steht das Goldene Kalb’. 
23 Habermas, An Awareness of What Is Missing, 15–16. 
24 Habermas, 17. 
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obsessions. Something of this spirit may be gleaned in the program for his funeral he had himself 
organized. According to the wishes of the deceased, all religious discourse and figures of power, 
of both church and state, were to be excluded from the ceremony. What then remained of the 
‘church’ was the space enclosed by the echoing halls of that offered an “atmospheric setting 




25 Barbara Happe, ‘Neue Kultur im Umgang mit Tod und Trauer’, Schweizerische Kirchenzeitung: Fachzeitschrift für 
Theologie und Seelsorge 176, no. 42 (2008): 680; See also Barbara Happe, Der Tod Gehört Mir: Die Vielfalt Der 
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